
  
    [image: The Avant Champion]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR THE AVANT CHAMPION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        "Exhilarating ride! When Abigail loses her abilities at the hands of the evil king of Bellos who is intent on subjugating all of Crithos under his thumb, I had no idea how she was going to save the day. But once again, the author has cast her magic and after death-defying turns at every corner, this book delivers a most satisfying ending."

        AUTHOR H.M. GOODEN  (ON ~CONQUEST~)

      

        

      

      
        
        
        "A wonderful fantasy adventure…. well written and makes you feel as if you are there! …. This story has twists and turns as the journey goes and the characters will pull you in! This book is a great adventure!" 

        BOOKBUB REVIEWER (ON ~REDEEM~)

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map of the World]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map of Crithos]
      

    

  


  
    
      THE AVANT CHAMPION

      FANTASY ADVENTURE DIGITAL BOX SET #2

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        C.B. SAMET

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Brother’s Bond

        

        
          
            1. Brothers’ Bond

          

        

      

      
        
          ~Conquest~

        

        
          
            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 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

        

      

      
        
          Isabel

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

      
        
          ~Redeem~

        

        
          
            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 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Urban Fantasy Series

      

      
        A Note to the Reader

      

      
        Also by CB SAMET

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Text by C.B. SAMET

      Interior graphics and maps: Mashiara Graphics

      Cover graphic: German Creative

      This is a work of fiction. The events and characters described herein are imaginary and are not intended to refer to specific places or living persons. The opinions expressed in this manuscript are solely the opinions of the author and do not represent the opinions or thoughts of the publisher. The author has represented and warranted full ownership and/or legal right to publish all the materials in this book.

      This book may not be reproduced, transmitted, or stored in whole or in part by any means, including graphic, electronic, or mechanical without the express written consent of the publisher except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

    

  


  
    
      For Jack,

      My Rock My Champion

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BROTHER’S BOND

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      I laid on sand I couldn’t feel, beneath a bright sun whose warmth didn’t reach me, as I listened to the lapping ocean waves. I only imagined the sand and the rays of sunshine caressing my skin to be warm. It was hard to imagine warm sand—something I’d never experienced. Something I would never experience.

      The ocean breeze, though… I had tasted that. On the eve of the Battle of Marrin Beach, I had smelled a burning bonfire of wood and tasted the salty air as I watched the Avant Champion sleep on the sand. She’d still been ignorant of her role in the battle and her destiny to destroy me at the time. Abigail Cross had known me only as the monster I’d become by then. I knew her from a dying vision I’d had seven thousand years before the first time we met.

      “Mal?”

      I jolted upright at the small, high-pitched, familiar voice.

      “Snake Eyes?”

      The small brownie appeared exactly as I remembered him—green snake-head hat atop a tiny figure, standing one hand high. He stood on the sand, looking pleased to have startled me.

      I blinked, thinking my hallucination of him would vanish. “Are you really here?”

      “Are you accusing me of lying?” The brownie put his hands on his hips.

      “What? No.”

      “You think your eyes are lying?”

      “Maybe.” Yes.

      “You’re not any smarter after seven millennia, are you?”

      I scrubbed my hands across my face. “How are you here?”

      He shrugged. “Orrick sent me.”

      “Orrick.” I wondered how my brother had brought Snake’s Eyes’ spirit into existence.

      “I did what you asked, you know.” He looked down and kicked at the sand, which didn’t move beneath his feet. He was an apparition like me. His voice became sullen. “After you died, I looked after Orrick as an oak tree.”

      “I know you did. You did wonderfully. You’re the reason he survived so long.”

      Snake Eyes beamed at the praise. His descendants had kept my brother, Orrick, from being chopped for wood over the years. “But how did he send you to me?”

      Snake Eyes scrunched up his face and arched his eyebrows. “You know he’s a wizard, right?”

      “Yes.” I knew Orrick possessed a talent for magic before the curse had turned him into an oak tree. It had subsequently multiplied over the years. I wondered if he’d one day become more powerful than even our mother had been.

      “Orrick raised my spirit. He said you needed my help.”

      “I do?”

      His brow furrowed as his face fell. “You don’t need my help?”

      I stood. “Of course, I do, friend. Did my wise brother hint at what you might do for me?”

      Snake Eyes rose into the air until his eyes were level with mine.

      That’s new.

      Brownies didn’t fly—but spirits had their own set of rules.

      Snake Eyes grinned. “I’m to lead you to him, so he can teach you magic.”

      “How can Orrick fathom he’ll be able to teach me magic, when he can neither see nor hear me—and I can’t touch anything?”

      Snake Eyes gave me an exasperated sigh and shook his head in utter disbelief. “Wiz-Ard.” He pronounced the syllables slowly.
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      Snake Eyes led me to Orrick’s home—Orrick’s newly constructed home—on Abigail Cross’ property. After Abigail had slain me, I’d returned as an apparition visible only to her. Our relationship had matured into a friendship… Until we’d decided to end it.

      The Avant Champion had fulfilled her promise to rescue my brother from a life immured within the brownie habitat of the Black Stag Forest. She’d not only freed him from his imprisonment in the form of an oak tree—turning him back into a man—but she’d also gone so far as to bring Orrick back to her estate, and provide him with food and shelter; asking nothing in return.

      Now I stood in Orrick’s main room and gaped at the old man my brother had become.

      “Are you out of your mind?” I scolded Orrick. “I can’t come here! Abigail and I aren’t seeing one another anymore. She can’t find me traipsing around in your house, or the whole last year of our intolerable separation could unravel.”

      Yet even as I scolded Orrick, I knew he couldn’t hear me. Abigail was the only living person who could—and only when I chose to let her see me.

      Snake Eyes paced on the counter top, appearing to walk even though he couldn’t make contact with the surface. “You were right,” he told Orrick. “Mal is ungrateful.”

      “Oh, Snake Eyes! You brought him here? Wonderful!”

      “I’m not ungrateful.” I watched Orrick, who was busy mixing a mysterious potion in a glass vial.

      Orrick held up the vial to the light before turning to look at Snake Eyes. “Where is Malakai standing?”

      I turned to Snake Eyes. “How can he see you and hear you?”

      “Because he’s my summoner, of course.”

      “Where?” Orrick asked again, squinting around the room as though he might just see me if he concentrated hard enough.

      “There!” The brownie pointed toward me.

      “Okay, Malakai. Into the circle with you.”

      Looking around the room, I spotted the circle to which my brother referred. It appeared to be made of liquid copper poured into a circle and then dried to a hard sheen.

      I dipped a toe inside the circle and didn’t feel anything. “Is he planning on banishing me once and for all?”

      Snake Eyes rolled his eyes. “How can he teach you magic if he banishes you?”

      I tentatively stepped inside the circle.

      “No banishing.” Orrick approached with a pink solution in the vial. “Hold still.” He sprinkled the liquid daintily into the circle.

      The drops fell lightly onto the floor. A fuchsia-colored mist spread within the circle before disappearing.

      “Is that all?” I asked.

      “Oh, Malakai, there you are.” Orrick adjusted his spectacles as he looked directly at me.

      “You can see me, brother?” I took a surprised step back.

      “See and hear you.”

      “This is amazing!” I’d been confined to the volcano since being cursed to play the role of Malos—until Abigail changed events, that is. Yet for the nine years since, only she could see and hear me. Now this miracle. “How did you do it?”

      Orrick blinked at me before pointing a thumb at himself. “Wizard.”

      I stepped out of the circle. “Why now? What took so long?”

      “It wasn’t like I had a spell book, Malakai! I had to invent the thing—and if I got wrong, who knows what might have happened to you!”

      “Then I’m glad you did your due diligence, brother.”

      He scrutinized me. “Brother indeed. How is it I’m an old man, and yet you don’t look a day over thirty?”

      “I think it’s because I didn’t exist in the time between my rise to conquer—whereas you were kept cognizant, trapped in that tree.”

      “I found the tree,” Snake Eyes said.

      “Yes, you did, my friend,” Orrick agreed, his voice thick with gratitude.

      On my death bed—or rather my transformation bed—I’d asked Snake Eyes to find my brother and watch over him, following his banishment to the form of that oak tree in Black Stag Forest. I’d no idea Snake Eyes would be so thorough, though, and keep Orrick protected by establishing a brownie settlement in the same forest.

      “You really did become Malos?” Snake Eyes asked.

      “I did,” I answered.

      “You were evil?”

      “Every thousand years I’m to rise and slaughter hundreds of people. Every thousand years, I’m to rise to take over the world.” I rubbed the back of my neck. I wasn’t proud of what I’d become, but I was less havoc on mankind then mankind was on itself.

      “Yet you fail?”

      “Every time,” I said.

      “Do you fail on purpose? The same way I’d sometimes let you win at chess?”

      I chuckled, knowing I’d been the one to let Snake Eyes win a game or two. “Something like that.”

      “How are you here now?”

      “I’m not entirely sure.”

      Orrick folded his arms. “Do you suppose your existence could be related to a certain fair lady with blue eyes?”

      I glared at my brother.

      Snake Eyes skipped along the counter. “You found a woman!”

      “It has everything to do with Abigail, but not in the way you two are implying.”

      The brownie stopped skipping and crossed his arms, mimicking Orrick.

      I rubbed my temple. “I’m somehow connected to that woman—and our connection may be unraveling Mother’s magic which is supposed to work to devour mans’ evil into my scepter.”

      Orrick raised a hand toward me while speaking to the brownie. “…and Malakai’s brilliant solution is to isolate himself from her.”

      A knock came at the door. As if mention of her name had summoned her, we all knew it was Abigail standing outside.

      Orrick crossed the room to open it, but hesitated.

      “It’s fine.” I flicked my wrist. “I can control when she can see and hear me.”

      He opened the door and gave a bow of his head. “Lady Cross.”

      Abigail stood in the doorway. She smiled before frowning. “What is that smell?” She waved a hand in front of her nose.

      “A bit of magic.”

      “Oh.”

      I stared at Abigail. She wore her dark hair in loose waves. Her skin was pale and her eyes blue like the Aqua Santos. Blue like the beaches of my dreams. A simple black dress hugged her curves and stopped at her knees. The sight of her struck me like a blow, and I realized how much I’d missed her during our time apart—her snark, her laugh, and the way she’d sigh in frustration or hurl objects when I baited her.

      Abigail tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Cook Mo is fixing venison. I came to invite you to dinner. It would be you and I, plus the children, Raven, and Baird.”

      “Wonderful. I’ll be along shortly.”

      As Abigail walked away, Orrick shut the door.

      Snake Eyes whistled. “She’s pretty.”

      “Anyway,” I said irritably to Orrick. “You have a better idea than mine?”

      My brother gave me a pitying smile. “The answer is never to separate ourselves from the people we hold dear.”

      I shook my head. He even sounded like an old man. “She’s too thin.” I blinked irritably.

      “And she still wears black,” Orrick added.

      “Who died?” Snake Eyes asked.

      “She lost her husband,” I said.

      Orrick added, “It’s been over a year.”

      Had it been over a year already? Abigail was still wearing black, and she hadn’t regained the weight she’d lost after Joshua died. Died saving the lives of thousands and stopping a plague. He was considered a national hero, and she was left raising three children without a father. Her friend Baird had stepped in to help. He visited every week and took the children on hikes and fishing trips.

      “In any case,” Orrick continued, “I don’t have a direct solution to your problem—but I think magic would be a better use of your time than pining away for a beautiful woman.”

      Snake Eyes snickered.

      I gritted my teeth. “I don’t pine—but I will accept your offer to learn magic.”
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      And so, my brother taught me magic.

      For five months, my training consisted of reading Orrick’s magic books, while he turned the pages for me. I found the spell he’d used to summon the brownie—an incantation to raise a spirit. I also found the spell he’d used to see me. The fuchsia concoction he’d mixed enabled the invoker to see the spirit of a blood relative thought to still be lingering in the world of the living. It required his blood and a bit of sulfur. That explained the smell Abigail had balked at.

      Each day, when Orrick left for meals, I’d watch the family busy in their daily routines. Natalie, the oldest child, had daily riding lessons. She always rode Abigail’s stallion, Phobus. Paul, the middle child, loved playing in the garden and fetching food and herbs for Cook Mo. Rebekah enjoyed hiding from her tutors or running through the property with Fury—Baird’s great black wolf, who’d become the family pet after the death of Abigail’s husband.

      One day, Orrick returned from dinner.

      “This isn’t working,” I complained.

      “Are you illiterate?”

      My eye twitched. “I can read your books without difficulty. The problem is I can’t attempt any of these spells—not when I can’t touch anything.”

      “He feels impotent,” Snake Eyes explained as he dangled upside down from a candlestick holder.

      “Not impotent. Frustrated.”

      The brownie shrugged—as if those were one and the same.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Orrick began. “As I’ve been listening to Mother’s memory’s through her glass cylinder, I’ve grown a desire to see her.”

      I shook my head. “Leave her spirit in peace.”

      “I didn’t say revive her. We’ll visit her. Go to her grave.”

      “The catacombs?”

      Orrick nodded as he tidied the kitchen.

      We’d learned exactly where Mother was after Abigail had taken us through a cave and into the catacombs to find the Blood Stone—the one we’d used to combat the Omega plague nearly two years ago.

      “Why?”

      “For closure. Neither of us got to give her a proper farewell.”

      “The castle still stands?” Snake Eyes’ eyes went wide.

      “No,” I replied, “but the catacombs still run beneath the existing city. Mother is entombed there. She magically protected the structure against destruction.” I couldn’t visit her alone because the tomb was sealed in darkness. Or, I could visit, but I’d be left standing in a pitch-black room, talking to myself.

      “Destruction and intrusion,” Orrick added. “I’ll have to find the right spell to open those monstrous doors we encountered.”

      I frowned. “It’s still dangerous. Subject to cave-ins. Remember, you’re mortal now. You won’t have Abigail there to transport you to the healing springs on a moment’s notice.” On our last trip to the catacombs, a cave-in battered Orrick’s foot, and Abigail had to heal him at the springs.

      “Wizard,” he said, as if that conquered every obstacle.

      “Mortal wizard,” I countered.

      “I want to go,” Snake Eyes said.

      I looked back and forth between Orrick and the small creature. Their eager expressions conveyed that the trip was likely to be cathartic for all of us. Orrick had been out of his forest for over a year—but in all that time hadn’t traveled beyond the boundaries of Abigail’s estate. As for Snakes Eyes—his interaction with Orrick and myself was the first he’d had in seven thousand years.

      And then there was me. Truth be told, I could use both a reprieve from being so close to Abigail without being able to interact with her. I’d also enjoy a journey with my brother and a friend, and the chance to bid my mother a formal farewell appealed to me.

      “Very well. To Karnelik—and I’m already packed.” As I had no use for food or shelter, and couldn’t touch such objects anyway, there was nothing for me to pack.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Abigail eyed Orrick’s packed bags.

      “Yes. I need to see Mother’s tomb. Have a moment with her.”

      “But I could take you there in an instant—and then you wouldn’t have to be alone.”

      Orrick glanced at me, whom Abigail couldn’t see. “I am a wizard.”

      “Of course.” She retreated, probably worried she had offended him. “I’m sure you’ll be fine. Mo will fill your food stores for you. Please, at least take a horse. Karnelik is a long journey on foot. Take Phobus. He’s fiercely loyal and nothing riles him anymore. Joshua’s horse is too old now for a long journey, but Phobus will be a good trail companion.”

      Orrick chuckled. “Steady and reliable—we’ll make a good match, then.”

      Abigail flushed, rosy cheeks accentuating her blue eyes. “Be careful.”

      When she frowned, I stared at the pout of her bottom lip. It was full and voluptuous and possibly as soft and sensual as it looked. Not that I’d ever know.

      She stepped forward, stretched to the tips of her toes, and gave Orrick a kiss on the cheek.

      I looked down and tried to kick at a clump of grass on the ground. It had the audacity to remain unmoved.

      “Of course, my dear.” Orrick patted Abigail’s cheek.

      “Are we here for farewell kisses and long goodbyes, or are we going to Karnelik?” I snapped.

      Snakes Eyes floated in the air—looking more like an oversized fairy than a brownie. “I’ve never seen you jealous of Orrick.”

      “I’m not jealous.”

      Infuriating brownie.

      With a hug, Abigail bid Orrick a speedy and fulfilling journey.

      I watched her walk away—such a remarkable combination of woman and warrior. She was fit and agile with just the right amount of curves. She was a mother, university chemistry professor, fighter, runner, and horseback rider. She had compassion, charm, wit, and a maddening stubbornness.

      Abigail had trusted me even before I’d earned that trust. We’d become friends—up until some moron suggested we separate to see if our platonic relationship was affecting my stone’s ability to absorb evil.

      Oh, right. That was my moronic suggestion.

      Just as I was lamenting that decision, children suddenly rushed into Orrick’s small abode like a wave crashing ashore.

      “You’re leaving us!” Rebekah cried melodramatically as she clung to Orrick’s robes.

      He chuckled, patting her back. “Your mother told you to say goodbye?”

      Rebekah stepped back as her moment of feigned distress vanished. “Mama said you were going to go on a trip. She said to say goodbye and convey how much you’d be missed.” The five-year old had dark, wavy hair like her mother.

      “Wonderful. I was most convinced of your emotional turmoil.” Orrick managed to say the words with a straight face.

      Rebekah beamed at the praise of her performance.

      Natalie stepped forward, spine straight and nose turned up. “Unlike Rebekah, Paul and I will sincerely miss you.”

      Natalie’s proper behavior lent credence to the vision Abigail had seen—the one in which Natalie would take the Crithian crown in the future. No one would guess by her behavior that she just turned ten-years-old.

      Orrick bowed his head slightly. “Thank you, dear.”

      Paul plowed through and gave Orrick a hug. He was growing so fast—already seven now. When the lad stepped back, he asked, “Are you going on a quest like Mama does?”

      Orrick stroked his white beard. “I suppose it is a sort of miniature quest.”

      Paul’s eyes grew large and round.

      “Well, nothing spectacular,” Orrick added. “We won’t be battling any giants or stone bearers or man-eating squids like your mother has.”

      “We?” Natalie asked.

      “She’s always been perceptive,” I said, crossing my arms.

      “Me and the horse,” Orrick explained, covering his slip of using the wrong pronoun. He couldn’t explain his imaginary friends—myself and a small brownie—to Abigail’s children.

      His explanation seemed to satisfy Natalie. She bid him a safe journey, and all of the children left.

      Orrick watched them leave, grinning from ear to ear. “Wonderful. They are most entertaining.”

      “Entertaining is one descriptive term.” I thought of the many times Abigail seemed more exasperated or infuriated by her children than entertained.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We set off at early morning, taking the road leading north. The sun sifted through the trees as the tranquil sound of birds surrounded us. Since the estate was rather remote, we wouldn’t likely encounter many travelers until we were closer to one of the major towns.

      After a few hours of riding, Orrick dismounted Phobus.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, walking beside him.

      “You ride a horse and then ask me that! I haven’t ridden since youth. It’s agony on my knees—and my backside.”

      I waited for him as he wandered off to relieve himself in the woods.

      “Another gift of old age,” he complained.

      He may have been old, but at least he could interact with his surroundings. He could ride a horse, smell a flower, feel the breeze ruffle that ridiculously long, white hair of his.

      As he returned, I admired the staff he carried.

      Orrick stuck it out for me to see. “Carved from the same oak tree that entombed me. I’ve worked several spells into it so that it can conduct magic.”

      Snakes Eyes hovered closer to get a better look.

      The blonde wood had subtle carvings all over its immaculately smooth surface. I recognized one series of symbols from the books I’d been studying. “Kinetic energy.”

      “Yes. Stores it up with every motion of the stick or blow it takes, so it can be unleashed on my command.”

      I could tell the staff’s conception had been a labor of love. Orrick must have spent hours sanding, smoothing, treating, and carving the staff.

      I straightened. “You’ve been busy. Writing books, making magic staffs…”

      “…raising brownie spirits,” Snake Eyes added.

      Orrick climbed back on his horse. Rather than walk beside him, I created my own horse beneath me. A stallion rose out of the ground with me in the saddle. I stretched him just a tad higher than Orrick’s horse.

      The creature I created was nothing more than an illusion. I’d done similar feats in the past, such as when Abigail and I played chess. Since I couldn’t move her pieces, I’d made my own. I’d also created replicas of myself to show her which houses had people in need of evacuation during a harbor wave. Unfortunately, my illusions were limited—only those who could see me could see them.

      Orrick signaled Phobus into motion and the horse obliged, lumbering forward. “You’re overextending yourself with this macabre façade, brother. Black clothes, black horse.”

      I looked at my illusionary stallion as I rode beside Orrick. I’d created his coat an obsidian sheen, with his mane equally dark and thick. My steed’s eyes glowed a malevolent, lava red. “I am supposed to be the embodiment of evil.”

      Orrick shook his head. “Not right now, you’re not. No wonder Abigail impaled you with a sword when she saw you in her dream.”

      I chuckled. “She told you about that?”

      “Yes—and she told me how disappointed she initially was that her blade went straight through you with no effect whatsoever.”

      And yet I was certainly affected by her from the moment I’d entered that dream. The impalement had an effect; it just didn’t kill me. “You can’t kill an immortal.”

      “Hmm,” Orrick mused. “I’ve been wondering about that. Suppose the source of your power—the stone within your scepter—is destroyed. What do you think will happen to you then?”

      I fell silent. I didn’t know the answer to his question. Several champions had contemplated destroying my weapon—a bladed scepter with my stone embedded within it—after they’d witnessed my wrath as Malos. Ultimately, however, no one had ever followed through on the threats. Eventually, they all saw that the world was better fighting evil once every thousand years than the daily plague of mankind when its people possessed their own evil.

      Frowning, I wondered what freedom from the stone would look like? Would I be free after my long imprisonment if the scepter’s stone was destroyed? But free to do what? Live a few years as an old man, like Orrick? What if my body returned to the state of near death from the poison I’d ingested, as I’d languished moments before my transformation into Malos? I’d be mere minutes from death. Or, as an alternative, what if I walked the earth in flesh—but in my current form? Could I touch Abigail, then? Would she want me to? Foolish hopes. My destruction would be catastrophic to the world. To hope for such a fleeting freedom would be contrary to my responsibility.

      Orrick cocked his head to one side. “Why so melancholy at the question, brother?”

      “My existence right now may be trivial, but it’s all I have. It saddens me to think I could lose what little I still have.”

      “I’m certain Abigail would argue that you’ve been anything but trivial. As I understand it, you’ve been the key to many successes. You’ve been an asset.”

      “Part asset, part ass,” I mused.

      But she’s fun to rile.

      I missed riling her.

      Snake Eyes laughed.

      “Anyway, the scepter is secure in the Queen’s vault.”

      Orrick grunted.

      “What?” I asked.

      He adjusted his seat in the saddle. “Well, it was safe. If you and Abigail are correct that evil is now back in the bodies of man, is it truly safe in the hands of man?”

      “He has a point,” the brownie said.

      I pursed my lips. “It can’t be returned until a new tunnel can be carved in the Serpent Volcano—and I can’t exactly pick up an axe and set to work.”

      “But Abigail could.”

      “I bet her children would have an amusing time banging a hole in the side of a mountain.” They loved to play on the island. The image of them quarreling over who’d strike the black igneous rock next brought a smile to my lips.

      I thought, too, of the many times Abigail’s children had played on my island. They brought chalk with them and drew on the side of the obsidian, solidified lava. Her children had turned a fierce volcano into a canvas filled with pastel decorations of flowers and rainbows.

      When I realized Orrick was staring at me, I straightened my spine. “Well, perhaps you can address the idea of her working on a new cave and resting spot.”

      “You won’t suggest the idea because of your agreement to avoid each other?”

      “Exactly.”

      Orrick sighed. “Very well.”

      After a few more moments of silence, I admitted, “It is good to converse with you again. It’s been a long time.”

      “I agree. Before our curses we talked daily growing up.”

      “Except for the six months of silent treatment you gave me.”

      “Oh, yes. I’d forgotten.” Orrick adjusted his seat in the saddle. “You’d stolen my medallion.”

      I pursed my lips. “I did not steal your medallion.”

      “You did so. Father gave that to me, and in a fit of jealously, you stole it.”

      “I borrowed it—and then I returned it. Then you lost it.”

      Orrick scratched his wiry beard. “You never returned it.”

      I felt my temper rising. “I…”

      From the corner of my eye, I could see Snake Eyes’ red ear as he floated beside me, staring at the ground.

      “Snake Eyes?”

      He cleared his throat and shrugged meekly.

      “Snake Eyes?” Orrick echoed.

      The brownie gave a forced smile. “It was shiny.”

      “Hah. There you have it, brother!” I motioned at the floating spirit. “You were angry at me for nothing.”

      “That’s a shame. Do you know where it is?”

      I explained, “Snake Eyes’ stash was in a wall in my room. It’ll be long gone by now.”

      “Um …” Snake Eyes stuck his index finger in the air. “That was one of my stashes. If I remember correctly, the one with the medallion was in the catacombs.”

      I glanced at Orrick. What were the odds that Snake Eyes’ hoarding pockets hadn’t been raided in all this time?

      “We’ll see if it’s still there, then,” the wizard said.
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      By dusk, Orrick, Snake Eyes, and I reached an inn in a small, nameless village. A stable boy took the horse, and Orrick entered the quaint building; which was made of sturdy pine. The interior was cozy, with comfortable chairs and decorative wood carvings of forest animals arranged in a modest sitting room.

      I’d been concerned about Orrick’s health, sleeping in the cool, damp night air, so I was relieved they had a room available. After reserving a room, Orrick climbed a set of stairs to his chambers for the evening, carrying his pack of belongings.

      Once in his room, he warmed his aching joints near an iron wood heater.

      “How are you holding up?” I asked.

      “Getting old is no picnic. I suspect the discomfort will improve each day. Some of it’s just lack of use.”

      “With a full day’s travel tomorrow, we can be in Taxco by nightfall.”

      Orrick shot me a look—as if to imply that he didn’t think making the city by tomorrow night was an achievable goal.

      “Silver City,” I added. “You could buy trinkets for the children.”

      “Silver?” Snake Eyes’ expression turned dreamy.

      I recalled all the times I’d caught him stealing coins or jewelry. Snake Eyes had an affinity for anything metal or shiny. Since he was now a spirit, Orrick and I wouldn’t have to worry about his sticky little fingers when we passed through town; but it was amusing to see his desire still so keen.

      Orrick set out a clean gown to sleep in before stepping into the bathroom.

      Moments later, he asked for my help.

      “Are you decent?” I asked.

      “Yes, yes.”

      After I walked into the bathroom, I looked over Orrick’s shoulder as he stared at the contraption in the bathroom. Snake Eyes floated nearby with a confused expression on his face.

      I turned my gaze back and forth between Orrick and Snake Eyes. “Why did you summon me into the bathroom?”

      “What is it?” Orrick asked, gesturing at the spout.

      I observed the wide basin on the floor with a brass drain. Above that was a fenestrated spout anchored to the wall.

      “It’s a shower,” I explained.

      Snake Eyes nodded, as if in understanding. Then he asked: “What does it do?”

      “You bathe in it,” I explained. “Well, not you, specifically, since you’re a spirit, but people bathe in it.”

      “How does it work?” Orrick asked.

      “Well, water pressure from a water tower forces the flow through pipes, and then out of this spout.”

      “Wonderful. And how does one summon the water?”

      I thought about Orrick’s house. He had a sink and a bathtub, but not a shower.

      I stuck my hands in my pockets. “I’ve no idea.”

      “Doesn’t Abigail have one?”

      “She does.”

      Orrick straightened and turned toward me. “Then how do you know its function but not its functionality?”

      I scowled at Orrick. “Because I don’t accompany Abigail to the bathroom.”

      “Why not?” Snake Eyes asked.

      I caught my temper—reminding myself that Snake Eyes had no concept of social or personal boundaries—in life, or in death. “Because I’m a prince, not a peep.”

      I turned back to Orrick. “Just try the handle like you would a faucet sink.” I walked out of the room waving my hand at him. “You’re the wizard; you figure it out.”

      I went into the bedroom and stared at one of Orrick’s books—lying open, on a small, round desk. I read the spell until I was unable to turn the page and had to stop.

      I turned to look at the other object on the table—Mother’s glass memory cylinder. It was composed of a type of glass with lead oxide that made it appear crystalline. Abigail and I had found it in the castle catacombs. Later, she’d discovered that she could twist it to align different symbols and conjure stored memories from Queen Isabel Dallik’s past. Abigail had passed Isabel’s glass cylinder to it’s only known living heir—Orrick.

      I reached for it, yet watched my fingers slip through the material. I wanted to bang my head at the wall in frustration at my physical limitations.

      “What’s a peep?”

      I looked up at Snake Eyes, who’d joined me in the bedroom. He gazed longingly at a silver candlestick holder on the desk.

      I told him, “Someone who watches others during moments of privacy.”

      “Oh.”

      The sound of spurting water was followed by Orrick’s standard declaration of delight. “Wonderful!”

      A few moments later, however, he added, “Oh, my—that’s quite frigid!”

      I shook my head, partly in annoyance at my brother—and partly trying to grasp at ancient memories of what cold water felt like.
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      The following day we took the Queen’s Highway West toward Taxco, passing through small land plots and trading posts on the way there.

      Orrick rode Phobus, I rode my invented black horse, and Snake Eyes floated through the air, his head level with ours.

      We made idle conversation—Orrick pleased the weather had thus far been accommodating, while Snake Eyes lamented the abandoned silver candlestick at the inn.

      As we trekked and talked, meadow turned to forest.

      Orrick took in the surroundings. “Pine instead of oak. It’s a nice change.”

      “Do you think there are any brownies in this forest?” Snake Eyes asked hopefully.

      “Sorry, my small friend,” Orrick began, “your kind are all clustered in the Black Stag Forest. Brownies are an endangered species.”

      “Endangered species.” Snake Eyes’ tone suggested he thought the term meant they were heir to the throne of Crithos—rather than nearly extinct.

      I didn’t set him straight. The little spirit didn’t need to carry the weight of thinking his descendants might one day not populate this planet. Besides, now that they no longer needed to guard Orrick in the Black Stag Forest, they might spread and procreate more. Theirs was a future I couldn’t see, as it was part of my vanishing foresight.

      My diminishing ability to see the future coincided with when I could appear to Abigail during her wakefulness, and also coincided with mankind growing more evil. I’d separated myself from Abigail’s life over a year ago, thinking that perhaps our relationship was the reason I wasn’t absorbing man’s evil any more—and thus the world was in decline.

      It was a logical theory. My affection for Abigail was the only thing different about me—compared to the last seven thousand years. Surely, the Prince of Darkness was never meant to harbor these types of feelings for a woman. It made sense that my emotions had somehow disrupted the balance of things.

      Yet, despite my separation from Abigail, I could discern no difference in myself or the world around me. My theory may have been flawed—as Abigail suggested—or might just require time and patience to come to fruition. At least I had an abundance of time.

      The hair on my neck suddenly stood straight. “Danger,” I warned.

      Phobus’ ears shot back.

      “Yes, I sense it, too,” Orrick said.

      My eyes searched the trees. Branches swayed in the breeze. The forest floor around us was thick with underbrush—the perfect place for an ambush.

      From all sides, men emerged from the foliage and swarmed around Orrick. Phobus reared in panic, but Orrick kept his seat in the saddle. A tall balding man stepped forward and spun a sling.

      “Look out!” I shouted.

      The stone struck Orrick in the head, knocking him off the horse. His staff fell. I dove off my horse for my brother, my pathetic apparition unable to prevent him from falling onto his back.

      His back and head struck the ground. His eyes rolled back in his head.

      “Orrick!”

      One of the men stripped Phobus of Orrick’s pack and attempted to lead the horse away. Phobus reared again, spun and then flung his head down as he kicked his hind legs out. His hooves struck one of the bandits in the chest, causing him to plummet backward. The men moved cautiously around the fierce stallion as they helped their comrade to his feet. They took off at a run to the east.

      “Snake Eyes, follow them,” I ordered as I knelt beside Orrick.

      “What about Wizard Oak?”

      “I’ll tend to him. Follow that bag, and do not let that glass cylinder out of your sight.”

      Snakes Eyes glided after them, his face set in a determined glare.

      Turning back to Orrick, I called his name softly. He didn’t respond. I could see his breathing and the thump of his heart beat pulsating at his neck. Blood oozed from a gash on his head where the rock had struck him. With a spirit for a brother, Orrick’s only option was to wait here to either regain consciousness—before the next band of marauders attacked—or die of a head wound and exposure by spending the night in the woods.

      “Mount Kapri,” I swore.

      Phobus sniffed at the wizard’s unconscious body and nuzzled a nose against one cheek. Orrick didn’t budge.

      I struggled to recall the magic for healing—something about the ebb and flow of the tides and transition of the seasons. One of the stones used in the creation of my scepter was a Healing Stone. Perhaps I could harness that conduit of magic.

      I hovered my hands above him, trying to conjure spells I’d learned over the last five months and trying not to dwell on the fact that I’d performed none of them successfully.

      Nothing happened.

      Impotent. Useless. I ran my hands through my hair and unleashed a few choice ancient Karnelik curse words.

      I situated the tips of my fingers against Orrick’s scalp and sunk them into them. Could I gauge how badly he was hurt? Tingling coursed through my fingertips as I felt magic. Orrick’s magic.

      I set my resolve to save my brother. I wasn’t losing my brother. I hadn’t been studying magic under his tutelage to remain idle while he bled. I latched onto his magic with my all my extracorporeal being. Then I stretched my mind like extending tentacles.

      Yes. There! The Healing Stone. I bridged the connection from Orrick’s magic to the Healing Stone.

      Closing my eyes, I envisioned the beach. Waves lapped gently, but quickly, as day and night passed by in seconds. The tide ebbed and flowed. The sun rose then set. The moons shone against the dark sky then retreated away from the light. Circling, cycling, going round and round like a spinning wheel. Round and round until the body heals.

      I felt the magic working, stitching Orrick’s wound together, repairing the blood vessels within his head. I reduced an area of swelling and hemorrhage.

      When I’d finished, I reclined back, my head swimming and a rushing sound filled my ears like a geyser erupting in my head.

      Orrick sat up, rubbing his scalp.

      Phobus glanced at Orrick and, seeing he was okay, began to forage the ground for fallen persimmons.

      “What a headache!” Orrick declared.

      “You had bleeding inside your skull.”

      “Had?”

      I put my head between my legs, not that it offered any reprieve from my fatigue and vertigo.

      “Are you ill? You’re practically transparent.”

      “I healed you. Apparently it takes a little something out of me.”

      Orrick slowly got to his feet, using his staff to push himself up. “Magic always does.” He leaned against Phobus’s rump as he steadied himself.

      Looking down at me, his face sobered. “You saved my life, Mal.”

      I stood and pretended to dust dirt off my pants while I avoided eye contact. “Don’t tell anyone. I have a reputation to maintain.”

      Orrick’s face broadened into a smile. “Your first magic! Wonderful! I’m proud of you. How do you feel?”

      I blew out my cheeks. “Less than spectacular.”

      He turned to mount his horse. “My pack?”

      “The unpleasant gentlemen who accosted you relieved you of your belongings. Not to worry, Snake Eyes is following them.”

      “Very well.” He situated himself atop Phobus. “Where shall we go until our spirited friend reports back to us?”
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      At the next junction, where Queen’s Highway West met Bearpaw Road, we took Bearpaw. After a few miles, we came to the small town of Bearpaw and Orrick rented a room at the inn.

      Fortunately, his money pouch had been hidden under his robes, around his waist, and not in his bag. Orrick opted to pay extra for a room with a bathtub and hot water service rather than suffer another cold shower.

      I kept silent as a young woman carried buckets of steaming water into the bathroom. I didn’t want her seeing the old man talk to himself and assume he was senile.

      When the maid had finished, Orrick gave her a tip and thanked her. “My seven thousand year old bones and joints thank you, too.”

      She gave him a puzzled look before closing the door.

      So much for not looking senile.

      I lay on the floor, staring up at the ceiling as Orrick took his bath in the next room.

      “This would be perfect if I had my eucalyptus salts from my bag,” he lamented.

      “You’re not going to have your morning herbal tea, either,” I called to him.

      “Stars and stones,” he swore. “Any news from Snake Eyes?”

      “Not yet. He won’t let Mother’s crystalline glass cylinder out of his sight. You know he likes beautiful things.”

      When I was a lad in Karnelik, Snake Eyes was notorious for stealing objects of beauty—the shinier the better. He’d hoarded jewelry like a squirrel hoarding nuts—jewelry, glass beads, gold coins, and the like. Countless times, I’d had to force him to return objects that didn’t belong to him. Fortunately, as stealthy and small as he was, Snake Eyes could return the stolen artifacts the same way he’d taken them—unnoticed.

      “I think you’re the missing link to my magic.” I created the apparition of a small ball and began idly tossing it in the air.

      “How so?”

      “I healed you through direct contact. I could feel your magic. I could access your magic and then apply my stone to invoke that same magic, or augment it.”

      “Fascinating. We’ll have to continue to experiment with that.”

      “So long as it doesn’t adversely affect you.” I stopped the ball tossing, waiting to see if Orrick detected the concern in my voice. I’d nearly lost him a few hours ago. I didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize what time he still had left with me.

      “You’re the one who turned translucent. I’m right as rain.”

      I grunted.

      “I’m going to need to be quicker with my defensive spells if we’re going to cross through hostile territory on this trip.”

      “You won’t get any disagreement from me.” I was still recovering from the healing magic. With every passing hour, I grew stronger and less transparent.

      As a result of the recent, violent events, Abigail’s safety suddenly crossed my mind. It shouldn’t, I told myself. She was the Avant Champion—with superhuman strength and the intelligence to match it. She had a pet wolf and a pet hawk. Her friend Baird, who was also a most-capable fighter, checked in on her almost daily. Abigail was perfectly safe without me. She didn’t need me—and I was a spirit, so I didn’t need anyone.

      “Do you miss home?” Orrick asked, regarding my solemn mood.

      “I don’t have a home.”
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      The next day, Orrick left the comfort of the inn after a sizable home-cooked breakfast. Phobus had also been fed and seemed refreshed after a night’s rest. We proceeded east on our horses, following the trail.

      An hour into our journey, Snake Eyes materialized before us. “I can't stay long. The thieves are moving from place to place, but you need to head towards Meredith.”

      “Wonderful!” Orrick exclaimed. “Well done, friend.”

      Snake Eyes beamed at the accolade before disappearing.

      We continued east, the journey proceeding at a slow pace because of Orrick’s frequent bathroom breaks and his instance on alternating between walking and riding.

      “I sense your impatience, brother.” Orrick said, as he ambled beside Phobus.

      “Sorry.” I hadn't minded a slow pace until mother’s crystal was stolen. Now I was anxious to retrieve it—although without physical form I couldn't retrieve it.

      He scratched his white beard. “I suppose you could tell Abigail about the theft. She could transport directly to Meredith and intimidate the thieves into giving the crystal back.”

      I walked beside Orrick. “True.”

      “It probably wouldn't take her more than a half hour to wrap this up for us.” His light tone made the suggestion sound like a question: Did I want to ask her for help?

      “I'm not going to bother her.” I wouldn't break our silent separation. We had a plan: No interaction to see if man's evil would recede in the absence of our friendship. Sufficient time had not passed to draw a conclusion yet.

      “Hmm,” was Orrick's response.

      He could disagree, but I had to see if our separation worked. I’d rather Abigail live in a safer world without me than in a world of constant war with me.

      “We'll get it back ourselves. Not to worry,” Orrick said.

      I appraised his expression, trying to discern if he could foresee the retrieval of the crystal or was merely being optimistic. I couldn't tell.
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      By nightfall we reached Meredith. Dense lights flickered in the distance where the bustling town clustered around Lake Wahla. Orrick traveled to several inns before finding one that could also board his horse. After he settled into the room, Snake Eyes appeared.

      “What took you so long?” He floated in the air, his small eyes darting back and forth between us.

      I crossed my arms. I’d leave Orrick to answer that, since obviously I didn’t contribute to any delays.

      Orrick gave a harrumph as he washed his shirt in the basin. “Did you never age, little friend? I'm not so fast as I was in my youth. Nor nimble. Nor pain free.”

      Snake Eyes straightened the hat on his head as he stared at the wall. He seemed to be straining at a memory.

      It occurred to me that his spiritual projection looked younger—more like he had when I’d known him so long ago. Surely, he’d grown old before dying. Old and happy in the forest, I hoped.

      I concentrated for a moment, drawing on my ability to see the past. Yes. I saw Snake Eyes with wisps of gray hair protruding from his snake-head hat as he sat on the branches of the oak tree that had once been Orrick. A female brownie, looking about his age, sat beside him. The pair of them appeared content as they shared a basket of berries. Given her headdress, I wondered if her name was Blue Jay.

      I wanted to ask Snake Eyes about her, but didn't want to bring up painful memories. But were there painful memories? I dug a little deeper and saw his death. It came quickly for both him and Blue Jay, when the tree his house was in was chopped down by a Hunju giant.

      “Where is the cylinder now?” I asked.

      “The Stony Pub.”

      “A pub?”

      “Yes. It's a place that serves moon juice, wine, and other spirits.”

      “I know what a pub is.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “What are the thieves doing there?”

      “Oh. Playing cards.”

      Orrick grinned. “Wonderful.” He threw his cloak over his shoulders and picked up his staff. “Let's play cards, shall we?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It took us half an hour to trek from the inn to the pub. The Stony Pub was nestled in a row of shops one block from Lake Wahla. The exterior was a cozy, half-timbered structure with a dangling sign displaying the establishment’s name and a carving of a glowing Che Stone. I wondered if anyone in this lakeside town had seen a real Che Stone in action. There were so few in circulation, and fewer still with active owners.

      Orrick entered the pub, using his staff as a walking stick. A few patrons spared the old, robed man a glance, but mostly the boisterous conversation and alcohol consumption continued unabated. Orrick observed the activity as he casually made his way to the bar. He ordered a pale ale.

      After paying, Orrick took a sip from his ale. “Wonderful.” The word came out slow and satisfied, as though quenching a dry thirst. “How I’ve missed a good ale.”

      I watched him drink, surprisingly experiencing less envy and more satisfaction at his enjoyment. I recalled the brownies made wine in their village, but not ale.

      Orrick carried his glass like a trophy as he made his way to the back room. A rim of bioluminescent algae bordered the walls and ceiling, lighting the room. Three card tables were evenly spaced in the center of the back room, with glowing candle chandeliers above them. The game room was bathed in the luminescent blue-green glow, which illuminated the hardened faces of men deep in concentration as they lost their livelihood to each other.

      The men drank, they swore, and they spat on the floor.

      “Charming bunch.” I stepped over some vile-looking fluid stuck to the flagstones beneath me.

      Orrick honed-in on one particular table—where the thief who’d stolen our crystal sat. Two seats at the table of six were unoccupied.

      As the wizard approached, staff in one hand and beer in the other, the thief clearly noticed him. He tensed—his small eyes drawing into slits and his lips flattening beneath his robust, cauliflower-shaped nose.

      “May I play?”

      “You got coin?”

      Orrick pulled a pouch from under his waist. The coins within it jingled.

      For a moment, I wondered if they’d steal from him again. Orrick must have been wondering the same, since his grip tightened ever so slightly on his staff despite the casual smile on his face.

      “Have a seat.” At the sound of coins, the thief’s mood shifted abruptly to an invitation.

      I sighed. “Well, this is going to be immensely dull.” I’d much rather Orrick fight them than make me suffer through card games I couldn’t even play.

      Snake Eyes settled on the table, his eyes glassy as he stared at the money on the table. “So many shiny coins.”

      Orrick took a seat, set down his beer, and stacked his own coins on the table. “This will be just like playing with our cousins.”

      The men gave Orrick odd looks, before being distracted by the money on the table.

      I gave a groan. Though he hadn’t made eye contact with me, the comment was an instruction aimed at me. When we were children, Orrick used to play cards with our cousins, and I was made to try and sneak peeks at their cards to give Orrick clues. Since they’d been mostly arrogant bullies, I’d had no moral qualms about helping Orrick win their money. Today was no different.

      “Your plan is to cheat these thieves at cards all night?” I circled the table. “Brilliant,” I stated blandly. “As soon as they catch on, they’ll give you another head injury.”

      Orrick propped his staff against the wall beside him and settled in a chair. “Wonderful. What are we playing?”

      A balding man spoke. “Jacks or better to open, trips or better to win.”

      I looked at Orrick’s money on the table. Had Abigail given him so much? She’d been an angel to my brother—the house, the horse, the coin. She’d asked him to teach her magic in return, but she hadn’t made the time given her busy schedule with the children and keeping peace across Crithos. She’d kept up her physical training, but neglected her spiritual training. The spiritual training would help her with magic.

      When Orrick cleared his throat, I realized the men had dispensed with introductions and tossed in their antes. Orrick held his cards and waited for me to tell him everyone’s hand.

      The game ensued, and since a pair of jacks or higher was needed to open the game, sizable antes accumulated before the real gambling even began.

      Orrick maintained quite the poker face. For the next few hours, he lost strategically and when he won, he feigned surprise and innocence. His winnings mounted until the stand-off he’d been waiting for arrived—with only him and his thief remaining in play, and a mountain of money between them.

      “He has a full house,” I informed my brother.

      “That’s good, right?” asked Snake Eyes. “What beats a full house?”

      “Four of kind, a straight flush, or a royal flush,” I replied. I’m sure Orrick would create whatever hand suited him best through the use of magic—as he’d been doing most of the night.

      Orrick stoked his beard. “Let’s make this interesting, shall we?”

      The thief glowered at Orrick.

      “I’ll add my walking stick—ornate, hand carved. And you add that modest little crystal cylinder to the bet.”

      The gambler snorted. “What do I want a stick for?”

      “Oh, well. If you don’t think you can win, forget I mentioned it.” Orrick waved a dismissive hand.

      The man looked around the table as all eyes watched him. “Fine.” He pulled the cylinder from somewhere under the table and added it to the pile.

      Carefully, craftily the thief laid down his cards, revealing the full house. Hoots and hollers filled the room.

      Before the man could claim his loot, Orrick set down his royal flush.

      Gasps resounded.

      The thief turned three shades redder. “Cheater!”

      Well, my brother had cheated, but this man had stolen from him first.

      Orrick’s blue eyes darkened.

      I took a step backward. “You should have accepted nonviolent resolution,” I told the thief, even though he couldn’t hear me.

      “Grab that old man!” the thief cried.

      With a flick of his wrist, Orrick sent the cards around the table flying into the faces of his attackers like a flock of angry birds. They shrieked and batted the cards away.

      While they were distracted, Orrick grabbed the crystalline cylinder in one hand while opening his other hand to silently call his staff. The stick flew straight into his palm. With a tap of the base to the floor, a pulse of power—stored kinetic energy—surged outward, knocking the men off their feet.

      “Whoa!” Snake Eyes exclaimed in revered astonishment.

      The money on the table Orrick had been playing with vanished.

      Huh. I hadn’t noticed that illusion—he’d conjured the pile of coins just as he’d conjured the cards that had won him that final hand.

      With the thief and the other players lying stunned, in disarray, Orrick turned and walked out of the bar.
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      The next morning Orrick left the inn before dawn and headed northwest on Phobus.

      Fortunately, Meredith was a larger, bustling town and even a wizard could blend in there. In the hours before we’d left, Snake Eyes had kept a watch on the thieves we’d stolen our rightful possessions from—and witnessed them try to track Orrick down throughout the night. The thieves had tried many establishments, but there were so many in town that they’d never made it to the inn where Orrick was peacefully sleeping.

      Now we were heading away from the thieves—reunited with that precious crystalline cylinder which held my mother’s memories.

      “The air is cooler,” Orrick remarked as we traveled.

      “Is it?” In my non-corporeal form, the temperature was as intangible to me as everything else around me.

      “We’re getting closer.”

      “Another day’s ride,” I agreed. I rode my fictitious black stallion beside Orrick.

      Snake Eyes glided between us, reclined as if seated in a chair. “I want another diversion. That was fun!”

      Orrick smiled. “Indeed it was, friend.”

      “I feel obligated to remind you both how that diversion began with Orrick nearly dying.” Why did I now feel like the older brother among us? Growing up, Orrick had been the mature, sensible one. I’d been carefree. The roles had somehow now been reversed.

      “Obviously I wasn’t referring to that part,” Snake Eyes retorted. “When did you become so serious anyway?”

      I didn’t verbalize my answer. I’d become serious when life had given me the cruel choice between dying, or becoming the embodiment of evil. When I’d seen my love ride into the sunset with my friend, seven millennia ago. When I’d met Abigail—and knew she’d changed my world. I’d become serious when I’d became her self-appointed guardian.

      But Snake Eyes didn’t need to hear any of that.

      “You’re right,” I conceded. “I shouldn’t ruin the mood with moodiness.” And Snake Eyes needn’t be burdened with all the things burdening me. “Let’s divert the conversation to something fun.”

      Orrick shifted his weight in the saddle. “Do you remember the time you got lost in the hidden passageways?”

      “I was never lost.”

      “You were six. You were lost.”

      “It was merely an extended game of hide-and-seek.”

      “When mother found you a day later, starved and dehydrated, she was livid.”

      I chuckled. “She was upset. I swear little magical sparks were flying from her fingertips.”

      “Well, she’d only told us a half-dozen times not to play in the passageways.”

      I shrugged. “Where else are two boys supposed to play when their entire existence lies behind stone castle walls?”

      “Quite right, brother. Quite right.”

      “You were lost?” Snake Eyes asked me.

      “Not lost. Hiding.”

      Orrick grinned. “I suppose we all have selective memory after seven thousand years.”

      “Hiding,” I reiterated.
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      On the outskirts of Karnelik, the land turned to rock, trees, and elevation.

      Orrick left Phobus to forage and advanced on foot. There was no trodden path, and I worried the old man would injure himself as he trekked up the steep hillside. He kept a steady pace, though, and followed me ever upward.

      Although we’d only been here once before in the last seven millennia, an advantage to being an ethereal immortal was never forgetting anything and always having a sense of direction. I kept the pace slow and allowed for several breaks. I couldn’t carry Orrick’s satchel of food and water for him, but I could keep the journey manageable and curb the pull I felt to rush ever onward to Mother’s tomb.

      It took several hours, but eventually we reached the cave entrance. Well, it began with a cave-like appearance—but deeper into its subterranean depths I knew the tunnel blended into passages of the ancient Dallik family castle. Home from so long ago—what was left of it.

      “Wonderful.” Orrick took in the rocky landscape—the beauty of the trees and the hue of the marbled stone, which gleamed in the sunlight with a blend of gray, white, and black streaks of glittering pyrite swirling across it.

      A rumbling roar suddenly erupted from within the cave.

      “That’s new,” I remarked, more than a little alarm in my voice.

      Orrick readied his staff.

      In a streak of caramel fur and rending claws, a mountain lion pounced from the darkness toward my bother.

      He pulsed a wave of kinetic energy from his staff, repelling the ferocious cat—but not before it knocked him off his feet.

      The cat tumbled but recovered quickly, circling to pounce again. It flicked its tail and hissed irritably, arching its back in preparation for another vicious attack.

      I could see Orrick was stunned and not prepared to counter the charge.

      Instinctively, I accessed the magic deep within the Che stones that bound me to my form. Flying forward, I dove for my brother—sinking my extracorporeal presence into his flesh. As I flowed into him, I sensed Orrick’s magic bridging my connection to the stone. This wasn’t a power I could summon with just anyone.

      With the Wind Stone component of the scepter’s stone, I harnessed a current of air that lifted my brother to his feet. As the mountain lion attacked again, Orrick raised his staff defensively. Harnessing the Fire Stone, I shot flames from the stick toward the lion’s face.

      The animal recoiled, fleeing away into the forest with an angry snarl.

      For a moment we stood there, recovering our wits.

      “Thank you,” Orrick finally spoke, his gratitude at me saving his life characteristically understated.

      Once we’d recovered from the excitement, we advanced cautiously into the cave.

      I set my senses on full detection. “No more creatures,” I assured Orrick.

      I separated myself from his physical form and felt the flow of magic between us fade.

      Orrick conjured a spell to make his staff glow. Light fanned out in all directions, allowing us to view the cave as we advanced.

      “I didn’t know you could merge with Orrick and do magic like that,” Snake Eyes said.

      “Nor did I.” I felt slightly lightheaded. “I think the fact that Orrick is such a powerful wizard helps make it possible.”

      “So, that’s what you get when you cross a wizard and the Prince of Darkness—an even more powerful wizard. A wizarding blizzard! A brother and a wizard—a brozard!”

      “That’s not a word,” I said.

      “Bro-wiz.”

      “No.”

      “Two wizards as one—twizard.”

      I shook my head and followed Orrick and the golden glow of his staff.
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      Orrick wound through the cave, mindful of his footing on the uneven rocks. After several minutes, we entered the castle. The cavern walls transformed from jagged brown rock to smooth, gray stone.

      I felt a strange nostalgia, just as I had last time we’d traversed through here. For home. For family. Our life had been in these walls from birth until death. I remembered the feel of the cool stone on my feet as I ran through these halls as a barefoot child. I remembered taking those bare feet into the courtyard and treading upon the soft, moist grass.

      I remembered climbing up the wooden cupboard in the great kitchen to steal cookies, and wrestling in the quad with Orrick when we were lads. I remembered the first girl I’d kissed—an ambassador’s daughter.

      I smiled. Mother had been furious about that.

      "I recall you and I playing chess in an antechamber that way." Orrick motioned with his glowing staff toward the right, before descending the stairs he’d illuminated.

      Due to the land settling over the course of thousands of years, our current floor—which had once been above ground—was now beneath ground, and we had to descend even further to get to the catacombs below.

      I followed Orrick down the steps. “How unlike each other we are, even to this day, brother. I was thinking about the time I kissed Penelope, and you were thinking of chess.”

      “Ah, yes. The ambassador’s daughter. I've never seen Mother’s face so red as when she scolded you for that."

      I chuckled. "Do you remember how one eye would twitch when we angered her?"

      “Oh, yes. The madder she became, the faster it would go."

      Snake Eyes took the lead.

      We were silent a moment, and I pictured Isabel’s face. "She was beautiful."

      "That she was. Sometimes I think of how quickly Mother aged in the decade before your death and my incarceration."

      I pursed my lips. "She had a hard life—raising two boys, confined to the castle, and wed to a man often gone."

      "I think they loved each other though," Orrick said, as though answering my unspoken question.

      "I don't think father knew the extent of her magic."

      "Oh, agreed. But they loved nonetheless. He might not have given her as much credit as he could have, but how can those who do not do magic fully comprehend its vastness?"

      Snake Eyes stopped. “Here.”

      We stood in a random passageway.

      “Behind that torch holder.”

      I squinted. “How can you tell this one from all the others?”

      He pointed to the rusted iron holder. “I scratched this one.”

      Sure enough, there were markings at the base.

      “The stone to the left is loose.”

      Orrick reached up and worked the stone out of its place. He set it aside and put his light close to the alcove. As he reached his hand inside, his face lit up in surprise. One by one, he pulled out objects—a string of pearls, a Che stone, a gold medallion, an assortment of keys, and a small, jade figurine of a man and woman embracing.

      Orrick jingled the keys. “The guards were always complaining about their keys disappearing.”

      Snake Eyes gave a sheepish shrug.

      Orrick stuffed the objects into his sack—all except the coin. He took a moment to run his thumb along the minted medallion, with its embossed profile of our father’s face. “I never thought I’d thank you for your thievery, Snake Eyes—but this is a magnificent gift.”

      I felt goosebumps at the familiar sight of the coin. It conjured memories, both good and bad—all of which I was grateful to have had.

      In reflective silence we continued our trek to Mother’s tomb. In a short time, we’d reached the large doors—beyond which lay her final resting place.

      Orrick placed a hand on the petrified wood and closed his eyes. I could walk through the door, but I wouldn't be able to offer physical help in opening it.

      Orrick began mumbling a spell in ancient Karnelik—one to break the wards that Mother had installed.

      
        
        
        Wall to fall,

        Command my call.

        Wall to space,

        Empty this place.

      

        

      

      I placed my hand through his and joined him in casting. I felt a tug as I drew power from my scepter, thousands of kilometers away.

      Magic flowed between us and into the door. Time flew backwards from the door as cobwebs retreated and the brown and gray stone turned a rich and lovely maroon.

      Orrick pushed on the door, but it still didn’t move. He tried the handle. “Seems it’s locked.”

      “You just metamorphosed petrified wood back into its original state after several millennia. Surely you have a spell to pick a lock.”

      “Hmm.” He began digging in his satchel.

      I crossed my arms and waited.

      Orrick gave a disapproving frown at my impatience. “The immortal prince can’t spare a few moments for caution?”

      “Why do you need to be cautious?”

      “Consider the circumstances. Mother was a powerful sorceress, but she meticulously planned her burial here.”

      “How do you know that?” Snake Eyes asked.

      “She’d left the castle and kingdom to retire in the mountains. After the creation of Malos and my entombment in the oak tree, she renounced her claim to the throne. Yet, she still came back—back to an elaborate tomb worthy of a queen. A tomb she knew Abigail would one day find. I suspect she knew we’d come as well. She wouldn’t want anyone to ruin her well-laid plans—such as vandals or graverobbers.” He pulled out Mother’s lead glass cylinder and began fiddling with it. “She’d have only wanted us to have access, so any other tampering may lock this door permanently; as a way to keep unwanted intruders out.”

      “What are you doing?” Snake Eyes peered intently.

      Orrick twisted the bottom of the cylinder. “Abigail told me that when she’d partially disassembled the cylinder, a note for her fell out. A note from Mother to her—Abigail.” He pulled out a two-pronged glass key from the cylinder and slid it into the lock.

      Orrick turned and the key, and the lock clicked. Gently and noiselessly, the door swung open.

      Snake Eyes shot me a wide-eyed look of astonishment.

      “Wizard.” I shrugged.

      Orrick and I grinned at each other like schoolboys.

      We entered our mother’s tomb. Her rectangular coffin rested symmetrically in the rectangular room. The surrounding stone walls were unremarkable except for unoccupied torch stands.

      As the light from Orrick’s staff spilled into the room, I noticed intricate carvings

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      

      
        
        
      

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/ac-map-world.jpg





OEBPS/images/canva-avant-names-malakai.jpg






OEBPS/images/slide3.jpg
P AN
/ I[L}17Z,
CH
Novelette (Book 3.5)

BROTHERS’
BOND





OEBPS/images/chrissymap-crithos-velum.jpg






OEBPS/images/avant-fiver-box-2.jpg
CBLSAMET

~CHAMPION

FANTASY ADVENTURE DIGITAL BOX SET 2
TWO FULL-LENGTH NOVELS AND TWO NOVELETTES





OEBPS/images/avant-champion-title.jpg
/Cé%m/

HAMPION





