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Episode 1
There is nothing.

I cannot see. I don’t know anything. I don’t understand the concept of knowing 

anything.

Every thought is a construct that I am experiencing for the first time.

This seems right. I have no sense of what anything is. But I know I am.

I have begun. 
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Old Friends

PAUL STOOD IN THE LIBRARY, absorbing the smell of wood polish, leather and paper 

that he had always associated with books. The others called it a study, but Paul 

thought it far too big for that. A single room lined in brown wooden book 

shelves, all of them full. As he did every time he arrived before a meeting, Paul 

felt regret that he had never taken the time to read any of the books on the walls.  

There was a table in the middle of the room, always stocked with writing 

paper, pens and ink. Three sturdy wooden chairs sat around it. On the other side 

of the room near the fireplace were three large leather chairs. Paul had 

questioned the wisdom of a fireplace in a library; having a roaring fire 

surrounding a room full of wood and paper was asking for trouble. Tempting 

fate, Paul thought, though he knew too much to believe in fate. 

It was all for decoration, though. None of it really mattered. 

Paul didn’t look over at the leather chairs. He ignored the little voice in his 

mind that told him that there were in fact four chairs there. The same voice told 

him there were four chairs around the table in the middle of the room. It didn’t 

matter. He knew that, in time, the fourth chair would be gone, and they would 

be back to three. Until then, he was happy to ignore it.  

He let his gaze wander to the map that hung above the fireplace. It showed 
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the circular shape of the Royal City with the three realms surrounding it, 

bordered by the King’s Road. He had never liked it the layout; the whole thing 

looked like three even pieces of pie, with the Royal City smack in the centre. 

The map looked like a chart that someone would use to track expenses.  

A shade of green covered the entire western section of the map, next to the 

pie-chart-like realm. Throughout the green area were little pins, each one with a 

little red paper flag on the top. Paul noticed that there were some little red flags 

placed within the borders of the realm as well, around some of the little tags 

denoting towns. He was pretty sure there were a few more than last time, which 

was good.

Why was it good? He thought that he had left all this behind. He had come 

looking for a change. Even though things had started off a lot easier, over time 

they became just as complicated as they had ever been. He would have 

mentioned something to the others, but he was always put off by their show of 

enthusiasm and energy. Maybe he was the only one that felt this way. 

A crack and a pop from the fire made him glance towards it, and he found 

allowed himself to loose his thoughts in the flames. 

He wanted out. Things had gotten out of hand. It wasn’t fear, it was just that 

he didn’t like not knowing where to go next, what to do next. It made him 

uncomfortable, which was bad considering the many years he had worked hard 

to remain comfortable. 

He realised that his eyes had wandered back over to the leather chair again. 

The fourth one. It was a deep brown leather, much more faded and worn than 
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the other three that were near to it. Brown scuff marks littered it’s once perfect 

finish. Maybe it was fear, pushing him to get out. 

The door opened, startling Paul.  

“Paul!” said the man who entered, closing the door behind him.

“Mark!” Paul greeted him. Mark wore an immaculate black suit with shiny 

buttons and a glittering watch chain that disappeared into his waistcoat. He 

looked the same as always.  

Paul felt under-dressed. Years ago they all decided that these occasions were 

formal affairs, so Paul wore black pants and a blue silk shirt. Paul never wore a 

waistcoat, nor did he bother with buttoning up his top button or wearing a tie. 

He was comfortable everywhere, except around Mark. 

Mark stepped forward and embraced Paul like it had been ages since they 

last met. 

“You always make me feel overdressed!” Mark said. Paul smiled. 

“I was thinking the same about you,” Paul said. “But you know … opposite.”

“Yes, I understand,” Mark said with a chuckle, placing his cane in the little 

stand by the door. He stripped off his gloves and folded them on top, resting 

them over the shiny silver skull head. Paul thought that on anyone else a cane 

would look tacky. Mark was able to pull off the look with no problems. 

“Is he here yet?” Mark asked, looking around the room.

“No, it’s just me at the moment.” Paul indicated the table with its plain 

wooden chairs, and they both stepped over to take a seat.

“That’s good,” Mark said. 
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Paul raised a questioning eyebrow. 

“It makes me feel less guilty about being late,” Mark said, smiling. “Besides, 

things always get … boring when he’s here.”

Paul smiled at that. “True. Have you seen the latest?” He indicated over 

Mark’s shoulder to the map on the wall.

“Oh, no I haven’t” Mark said, turning to look. “That’s more than I thought. 

Are they confirmed?”

“I don’t think that they would be marked on the map if they weren’t 

confirmed. Isn’t that how it’s meant to work?”

“It’s meant to work that way, yes,” Mark said. “But I think it’s always good to 

double check these things.”

“Of course.” Paul wasn’t too sure if there was a way to double check. “Still, 

that’s good news if it’s accurate.”

 Paul wished that Mark didn’t have to turn around to look at the map. He 

wanted to see the other man’s face to judge his reaction. Maybe Paul could talk 

to Mark about his misgivings while it was just the two of them. 

Mark turned back, looking at Paul’s face.  

“At least try to pretend to be enthusiastic about it,” Mark said. 

Paul hesitated a moment. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve noticed your attitude these past few meetings, every time this comes up. 

You don’t seem as … involved as you used to.”

Paul felt the change inside him. He felt warm and cold at the same time. He 

felt a twisting in his stomach. 
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“I never felt involved in this,” he said. He knew he was glaring at Mark now. 

“The whole thing is so … pointless.”

“Oh really?” Mark was looking at the other with a half-smile on his face, 

which only fuelled Paul’s anger. 

“Why do we waste this time given to us? Why do we decide to thrown it’s 

precious gift upon the rocks of wastefulness, when in fact we could …”

“Paul, you need to calm down. Think about what you’re saying. You’re getting 

all … lyrical.”

Paul closed his mouth, thinking back on what he’d said. When he was angry 

he could loose track of what he was saying and what he was doing. He knew 

that his passions could get the better of him. He looked across the table, 

thinking about what happened when Mark lost his temper. Paul had seen it 

twice, and had no real desire to see it again. Even though he was immune to 

Marks reach, he knew how much it affected the people. 

The door opened, and a third man entered. 

“Have I missed anything?” the newcomer asked. Merton, wearing a plain 

grey suit with a pair of spectacles perched on his nose, wandered into the room 

and walked over to the two of them sitting at the table. 

“You two are pathetic,” he said. 

“Excuse me?” Mark asked. 

“Sit over there!” Merton said, pointing at the leather chairs. 

“We were just … “ Paul thought for a moment. “We were closer to this table 

here.”
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“Bullshit. You’re both too damn emotional.” Merton walked over and sat 

down in one of the leather chairs.

“Just because you’re devoid of emotion,” Mark said, standing up and heading 

over to the chairs. 

“Not true. I am the balance from which all emotion springs.” Merton smiled. 

“Something springs from you, that’s for sure,” Paul said, joining the other two 

by the fire. 

Paul felt uncomfortable sitting on the leather chair, though not through any 

fault of the chair. At least, not the one he was sitting on. He made an effort to 

not look over at the  unoccupied fourth chair. He couldn’t help but notice that 

despite his earlier admonishing of the two of them, Merton was now sitting 

furthest from the burned chair. 

It’s not burned. It’s just worn.

“To business?” Merton asked. 

“Certainly,” Mark said. “How are our lands?”

“Same as always,” Paul said. “We don’t need anything in particular, and 

quotas have remained steady.”

“Any sort of unrest?” the Merton asked. The others shook their heads. 

“There was one thing that I wanted to ask about,” Mark said. He reached into 

his jacket pocket and pulled out a piece of paper, which he unfolded and 

handed to Paul. “Does this have anything to do with you?”

Paul looked down at the piece of paper. It was a screen printed image of a 

woman’s face surrounded by a hood, the words “Tatiana the Great” emblazoned 
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across the top, and details about a place and time on the bottom. Under the face 

was written ‘find comfort and closure through contact with you're dearly 

departed.’ 

Paul snorted. “No!” he said. “What makes you think this has anything to do 

with me?”

“Well, it kind of sits within your purview, doesn’t it?” Mark asked.  

Paul looked down, noting the name of the town on the flyer. 

“I don’t really think so. I would say it’s more yours, don’t you think?” Paul 

handed the flyer over to Merton. 

He looked down at the paper, but didn’t take it. “No,” he said. “Nothing to 

do with me.”

“Come to think of it,” Mark said, turning to Merton. “I do think this is more 

up your alley.” 

“I don’t disagree,” Merton said. “However, it has nothing to do with me. I 

haven’t heard anything about it. No requests for support. I guess someone just 

got resourceful.”

“Well, its stupid. We shouldn’t allow this sort of thing to go on,” Mark said. 

“You really feel that strongly about it?” Paul asked. 

“I do. It’s the potential that I’m worried about. What does this mean for the 

people who go along, thinking that they’re actually going to find something?”

“Oh, come on!” Paul said. “This sort of thing is going on all the time! Look at 

that prat in the royal palace! He’s … what … two places removed from the king? 

And …”
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“One place,” Merton said. “He was elevated to Grand Advisor this morning.”

Paul rubbed his forehead with his hand. “Well, I am out of touch then. But 

anyway, people love him.”

“But it’s all just so … “ Mark seemed to be struggling to find the words. 

“Its necessary,” Merton said. “There’s nothing we can do directly.” He nodded 

towards the flyer in Paul's hand. “In this case, though, I think someone has 

already noticed and is taking action.”

“How do you know?” Paul asked. 

“I have access to the same sources you do. I just pay better attention.”

Paul couldn’t argue with that. Paying attention to matters of state was not his 

strong point. 

“Now then, can we turn out attention to the elves?” Merton asked, looking 

up at the map above the fire. 

Mark looked over at Paul. Paul had already decided that today would not be 

the day he would openly discuss his thoughts. 

“Absolutely,” Paul said. He thought he noticed a disapproving look from 

Mark before he looked away. 

“Good,” Merton said, turning his attention to the map on the wall. “Let us 

review how the hunt progresses.”
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The Psychic and the Wizard

IT WASN’T THAT JARRED WAS angry with his parents. Just disappointed.

The canopy of the coach was barely keeping the rain out as it moved towards 

town. Despite the downpour and darkness of the night, his father seemed intent 

on driving the coach as fast as he could. 

Jarred lurched sideways as the coach found another pothole in the road. With 

perfect timing, a flash of lightning illuminated the countryside through the 

windows. Just as the last million potholes his father had hit on the journey so far, 

the jolt caused Jarred to hit his head on the coach wall beside him.  

Jarred’s mother, sitting opposite, was applying some sort of powder to her 

face while staring intently into a little mirror in her other hand. How she hadn’t 

dusted her entire head and shoulders with the powder was beyond Jared. 

Experience, he thought to himself: she was always finishing her makeup in the 

coach on the way to town. As he had so often before, he wondered what she 

was doing in the hour and a half she was ‘getting ready’ before they left the 

house. 

Jarred had been reading. He would have been happy to continue to read the 

whole night. He had hoped his parents would forget about him reading quietly 

in his room and just go in to town by themselves. 



Kentuck / FMB / 11

No such luck tonight.

He glared down at the flyer in his hand. It proudly announced the 

appearance of Tatiana the Great in the Duck and Anchor tavern that night. 

Apparently she could get in contact with loved ones who had passed over to 

'the other side.'

“Of course, we don’t really believe it,” Jarred’s mother had said two weeks 

ago when the flyer had turned up at the house. “But it might be worth checking 

out …” she had trailed off, looking at the small key on a chain that hung behind 

the door. 

Jarred knew exactly what she was talking about. 

Six months ago, Uncle Jerry died of a heart attack. Jerry turned his back on 

the family’s wheat farming business at 17, going on to amass the wealth of a 

small nation as a freelance trader all around the realm. Now he had died, Uncle 

Jerry’s wealth sat in the bank. Due to his unexpected death he hadn’t left a will. 

The bank would happily allow withdrawal from his accounts so long as proper 

documentation was supplied. This included special pass-phrases and a vault key. 

Without these, there was no way uncle Jerry’s money was going anywhere. 

The key sitting his mother’s bag now was the same one that had hung behind 

the front door for the past six months. The same one Jerry had worn around his 

neck for as long as Jared could remember. It was the key to a lock-box hidden in 

one of his estates that contained all his banking information and the vault key. 

With his death being so sudden, he was never able to pass on the whereabouts 

of the lock-box to anyone.  
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Jarred turned the paper flyer over. The text explained that Tatiana offered no 

guarantees on her ability to contact any specific family member. Beneath the 

disclaimer, the next line suggested you bring a personal item from you're dearly 

departed as it may help her make contact. 

Jarred knew that his mother and father worked hard at the farm, harvesting 

wheat every season. He also knew that it had hit its full potential. The harvest 

earned them enough gold to pay their retainers and live for another season, and 

that was that. They were never going to be rich doing what they were doing. 

The lightning flashed again, illuminating Jarred’s mother. She had done with 

the makeup, and was now staring intently at the floor of of the coach. 

Jarred could have told them it wasn’t going to work. He could have told them 

that Tatiana the Great was most likely a fraud. But he knew how much they 

needed to believe it could be true. Instinctively, he reached up and felt the hard 

leather cover of ‘Exploring the Not-so Unknown.’ He had bought the book with 

him in to read on the way, but he didn’t dare pull it out now with all the rain 

leaking into the coach. He took comfort in the fact that it was there in his 

pocket. 

Jarred had always read a lot, ever since he had been old enough to. His two 

older brothers were happy enough working the wheat farm, and seemed to be 

content to continue that their whole lives. Through reading, Jarred learned there 

was more to life, and had no intention of living out his days growing wheat with 

his brothers. 

The flyer in his hand showed a list of dates that Tatiana the Great would be 
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available for private consultations, on appointment. Jarred smirked at the cost. 

People would really pay that much? 

He looked out the window as he scrunched the flyer up into a little ball.

###

Philzeal crouched in a quiet, dark corner of the Duck and Anchor inn. He had 

almost made it all the way to the bar. About half-way there, he realised that he 

probably wouldn’t. There was a crowd building over at the other end of the 

tavern, drawing all the people away from this half. He was sure no one had seen 

him quickly change direction and head towards the corner.

He contemplated the bucket at his feet. Five minutes ago, when first arriving 

at the corner, he thought that it was abandoned. Or perhaps put here for the very 

reason that he had intended to use it. Now it was half full with his vomit and he 

wasn’t so sure. He certainly didn’t remember consuming a pair of boots that 

evening. Surely, if he had just brought them up, they wouldn’t be all in one 

piece at the bottom of the bucket. The shovel poking out, its handle resting 

against the wall, was the second clue. The bucket was definitely intended for a 

different purpose to the one Philzeal had just used it. 

On the plus side, he now felt remarkably better. Ready to continue, in fact. 

He pushed the bucket further back into the shadows with his boot and straitened 

up. Taking a deep breath, he headed over towards the bar, ready to act a lot 

more sober than he felt. 
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He looked down at the front of his red robes, making sure he hadn’t stained 

himself. He felt particularly satisfied that he hadn’t; not an easy thing given his 

bulk and normal lack of co-ordination. 

He saw the ripped part of the robes, on the left side of his chest. It felt weird 

to look down and not see the familiar yellow patch that had been there for three 

years. 

He had been a member of the order of Fire Wizards up until about five hours 

ago, when he was expelled. Part of being expelled meant having your initiate 

patch ripped off your robe. Anyone else would go home and change into 

something less … torn. Philzeal had decided to stop by the inn on his way. 

“Are you okay?” asked the bar-man when he reached the bar. 

Philzeal pulled himself up to his full height, regarding the man with his best 

attempt at a withering gaze. “Thank-you, Matt, but I am just fine. Now I shall 

take two more ales, please.” 

“Actually, it’s Leon, and you need to watch what you drink. Barlimann won’t 

have you causing a scene again like you did the other night. We’ve all been told 

to keep an eye out for you in case you start looking a bit … you know. 

Smashed.”

“I don’t get smashed, Leon. Sometimes the stresses of my day to day, which 

are much more than any mere normal person could comprehend, get the better 

of me, and I need to unwind. Is it too much to ask to do so in the presence of 

such fine people?”

He swept his arm back behind him to indicate the section of tavern behind 
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him, which was now almost completely empty. 

“It’s okay, relax. I’m just letting you know.”

“Good then!” said Philzeal, turning around. “And don’t forget it!” He started 

to head back to his table.

“Don’t you want those drinks, Phil?” Leon asked, still halfway through 

pouring the second.

“Yes,” Philzeal said, turning back. He almost managed to stop the turn 

properly aligned to the bar, too. He leaned against it again, regretting the sudden 

turns.

Philzeal paid and headed back over to the table, this time clutching the 

drinks in his hands. He noticed the table was empty when he got there, and 

wondered where Milton had got to. He decided that if the other man wasn’t 

back by the time he had finished his drink, he was going to drink Milton’s as 

well.

###

Entering the Duck and Anchor, Jarred and his parents were met with warmth. 

Jarred took his cloak off immediately and could feel himself drying out. With no 

shelter between where they parked the coach and the tavern, and the cloak had 

done little to keep out the rain. 

The Duck and Anchor tavern and inn looked like one big open hall. A large 
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central fireplace sperated the space into two sections. Above, a second level 

balcony ringed the main hall. Jarred knew that that was where the rooms were 

for people who paid to stay the night, though he had never been up there. 

There were two bars, one at either end of the tavern, and each bar had 

another fireplace next to it. The Duck and Anchor owed its success to the 

abundance of warmth generated by the three fireplaces. Jarred knew that if he 

was traveling on a night like this he certainly would have wanted to stop here, 

and would not want to leave once he was out of the cold.  

The front half of the tavern near the entrance had been converted into a small 

performance area. The tables had been removed and the chairs arrayed in 

curved rows facing a slightly raised area of the floor that functioned as a small 

stage. At the back of the stage, on chairs facing the growing audience, sat a man 

and a woman. Their heads were close together as they discussed something 

serious, going by the serious looks on their faces. A figure hooded in grey 

occupied a third chair.

The chairs for the audience were filling quickly. Jarred’s dad patted him on 

the back, nudging him towards the front rows where the children sat. Jarred took 

an empty seat in the second row, and as he sat he looked around at the faces of 

the people in the audience.

He didn’t recognise half of the people there. This wasn’t uncommon; the 

town of Barton lay close to the Kings Road. It was always full of travellers.

The hooded figure stirred in its chair. Jarred moved his attention back to the 

front, watching the figure stand up. She was obviously a woman; slim waisted 
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and slight, with a slight bend in her back. Jarred couldn't pick her age. She 

didn’t exactly hobble to the middle of the stage, but it wasn’t a powerful stride 

either. 

She pulled back the hood to reveal grey hair and grey eyes. Odd, Jarred 

thought, as her face wasn’t at all wrinkled. She looked around at the audience, 

smiling gently. The lull of conversation died down. 

“Good evening, everyone,” The woman said. “I am Tatiana the Grey, and I 

would like to thank you all for coming.”

Jarred decided that she wasn’t an unattractive woman, even if she seemed a 

little old. 

“I know that many of you have questions,” Tatiana was saying. “And I’m 

afraid that many of you will leave tonight either with those questions 

unanswered, or with even more questions. I just want to let you know before we 

begin that all I can do is pass on the messages that I receive. All I can do is act 

as a conduit for what they want to tell me.”

They? Jarred smirked at the way she just threw that out there without really 

clarifying it. 

Tatiana closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. When she opened them, 

something about them had changed. The gentle smile had slipped away, her 

eyes now cold as stone. 

She moved over to Jarred’s side of the audience. 

“I’m getting an E from over this side. Does anyone … is that important to 

anyone? An E? I think it’s a name.”
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Jarred stared at the woman. What did she mean by that? He tried to think of 

all the people that had died in his family. Did any of their names start with an E?

“Yes, I think it’s a name,” Tatiana said. “Could be Eric, or maybe Eli or 

Edgeworth?”

Jarred couldn’t think of anyone who had died with that name. Then he found 

himself trying hard to think if he had ever known of anyone called Edgeworth. 

Who named their kid Edgeworth?

“Or maybe a female name?” Tatiana was still calm. “Erica? Elsa? Elophy?”

Elophy? Jarred was sure that wasn’t a name. Still no response from anyone in 

the audience.

“It doesn’t have to be someone who has died,” Tatiana said. “It could be 

someone alive that I’m being told about.”

Jared turned in his seat, looking for Elsa. She was around his age and he 

knew that she was going to be here tonight. He spotted her, over the other side 

of the audience looking a little shaken. As she slowly moved to raise her hand, 

like she would in school, a woman further back in the audience called out, “I 

have a sister named Elsa.”

Tatiana snapped her eyes around, straight onto the woman who had spoken. 

She didn’t seem to worry that this woman was sitting well away from the area 

that Tatiana had indicated. 

“Yes, and she hasn’t passed on, has she?” Tatiana was moving over to be 

closer to the woman.

“No, she is alive,” the woman replied. 
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“And she’s not here tonight, is she?” Tatiana asked.

“No,” the woman replied. “She’s sick.”

“Yes, I have a message for Elsa. It’s from …” Tatiana looked away and 

furrowed her brow in concentration. “You have someone who’s passed? A great 

aunt or great grandmother?”

“Yes, my great grandmother has died,” the woman said. 

Jarred was thirteen, and none of his great grandparents were alive. This 

woman looked about as old as his mother. Of course she had a dead great-

grandmother.

“Yes, she’s … I’m seeing her sitting beside Elsa and she’s … she’s holding a 

wet cloth to her forehead. Is she sick? Elsa is in bed sick?”

“Yes!” The woman seemed amazed. Jarred didn’t get it. Didn’t she just tell 

Tatiana that? It didn’t seem to rain on the woman's excitement. “Yes, she’s sick. 

That’s why she couldn’t be here tonight.”

“She did want to come, didn’t she?” Tatiana asked.

“Yes,” the woman said, “she had been really looking forward to it.”

“It’s okay. It’s better that she stays at home. Your grandmother is looking after 

her.”

The woman had tears in her eyes. Jarred felt a little cold. It was creepy. He 

got the mental image of a ghostly old woman with black, hollow eyes standing 

over him while he was lying in bed sick. He figured that if he was unwell, his 

long dead great grandmother would be the last thing he would want looking 

after him.
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Tatiana moved around the half-circle, towards the middle. 

“I’m getting a man now, and the name Fredrick. Anyone feel that might relate 

to them?”

Now that the audience knew that the names didn't have to belong to 

someone who had died, more answers came. Some people went to put their 

hands up, while others just shouted out all at once.

“I’m sorry,” Tatiana said, pointing at one of the men who spoke out. “I think 

this one is for you. What did you say?”

“My name is Fredrick,” the man said. 

“Yes, Fredrick, and tell me, what does the puppy mean? Why is it that I’m 

seeing a puppy?”

“A puppy?” Fredrick looked confused. Jarred tensed. She’d got that wrong.  

If Tatiana the Grey was in any way phased, Jarred couldn’t see it.

“I’m seeing a puppy and a man, he’s kind of tall and wearing armour. Like a 

suit of armour. But it’s not complete. It’s missing parts. I think there’s a puppy 

there.”

“My grandfather was a Watcher for the city guard in Armstance. He died a 

little while ago.” Fredrick still didn’t seem convinced. 

“And his armour?” Tatiana asked. 

“Well, he didn’t have a full suit, he couldn’t afford a helmet or shoulder 

pauldrons.”

“Yes, that’s right, he’s not wearing a helmet and he’s …” she paused, and then 

laughed. “Yes, he’s rubbing his shoulder. But he’s smiling.”
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“He took a wound in his shoulder while chasing a thief one night.” Fredrick 

was smiling now.

Jarred rolled his eyes. Of course he took a wound there. He didn’t have any 

armour on his shoulders.

“What else?” Tatiana asked. “What else couldn’t he afford?”

“Well, his sword was an old relic passed down through the family,” Fredrick 

was looking all misty eyed now, a big grin on his face. 

“Yes, he’s holding up a sword … but it’s made of wood?”

“Oh gods!” the man said. He held his hand to his mouth and let out a sob. 

Jarred could see a tear run from his eye. “He would joke about how he would 

be better off with a training sword!”

Jarred couldn’t believe it. No one could afford a full set of steel armour and a 

new sword. And every person who went to join the Watch would encounter a 

training sword. He turned in his chair, sweeping his gaze around the crowd of 

adults. They all stared at the psychic, most with a look of hope and a vague 

smile. They were happy at what they heard.

Someone started clapping, and applause spread out across the audience. 

Turning back around, Jarred saw Tatiana give a little smile and a nod. 

Jarred didn’t clap.

###
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Philzeal turned to regard the group forming at the other end of the Tavern as he 

heard light applause break out. His view was obscured by the central fireplace, 

so he gave up trying to see what was happening. He vaguely remembered 

something about there being some sort of show on tonight. He remembered 

passing a poster for it on the way in and feeling contempt at whatever was 

advertised. He couldn’t remember the specifics. Probably another one of those 

stupid young minstrel groups that were always coming through town. All you 

seemed to have to do today was get a few friends together, pray to Art, and then 

bang out the same damn four chords on a lute. So long as the lyrics were all 

about things you were far too young to understand, it would be enough to keep 

you fed.  

He was halfway through his drink when Milton sat down at the table. 

“Ah!” Philzeal said to the other man. “Where have you been?”

“I was back at our table, Phil, wondering where you were.”

Philzeal looked around. Come to think of it, the table was closer to the 

fireplace than he remembered it being earlier. 

The other man was dressed like Philzeal, except his robe was two shades of 

brown, marking him as an Earth Wizard. His patch was still firmly fixed onto the 

left side of his cloak: bright yellow and black depicting a snake coiling itself 

around a tree. 

“You need to watch yourself, Phil.” Milton looked concerned. Philzeal 

noticed that he had a drink in his hand. He hadn’t taken the second one that 

Philzeal had bought over for him; that was still on the table.
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“You got two drinks?” Milton asked. 

“One was for you,” Philzeal said. 

“I told you, I don’t need another one yet.” Milton indicated the mug in his 

hand.

“Oh,” Philzeal said. He drained the mug he was holding and pushed it to the 

side, grabbing the other one. “There! Now I only have one! Happy?”

“No, I’m not. You’re getting worse.”

Philzeal rolled his eyes. “What do you mean, getting worse?”

“Your drinking is getting worse now that you’ve been expelled.”

“Now that I’ve been expelled? That was five hours ago, Milton! Five hours! 

And to be honest with you I think a guy is entitled to a little drink after he’s been 

kicked out of his life’s dream.”

“Phil, you were kicked out because of your drinking! And now what’s your 

plan? To beat your previous record? See how far you can go before you kill 

yourself?”

Philzeal snorted. 

“Tonight isn’t about me drinking myself to death," he said. "Tonight's a 

celebration!”

“A celebration?” Milton’s serious expression turned even more serious.

“Correct! With the shackles of the academy removed, it’s time for me to start 

my life! Do what I am destined to do!” 

Since Milton was still a part of the guild, Philzeal wasn’t surprised that he 

didn’t look impressed.  
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“Phil, what are you talking about? You’ve wanted to be a wizard all your life.”

“Who said I can’t be a wizard?”

“The academy did. Five hours ago. You were there, remember?”

“My dear Milton. You seem to think that the only way to be a Wizard is by 

studying at the guild.”

Milton looked at him for a moment before replying. 

“I do think that, yes,” he said. “Traditionally, to be a Wizard you need 

someone to teach you how to actually be one.”

“Ahh but Milton,” Philzeal said, raising his head to gaze at Milton down his 

nose. “Aren’t we born with our innate talents? Isn’t it natural for us to just be 

what we were born to be?”

Milton squinted. “No wizard is born with full control of their magic. Unless 

you’re saying that every person born with magical abilities should have a short 

career as a crap wizard before immolating themselves, I don’t see your point.”

Milton was technically correct. Everyone who was born with the ability to 

use magic quickly discovered that they could not control their powers. The guild 

taught novice wizards how to control and contain their abilities. Until a wizard 

learned that, they would produce over-powerful spells with often catastrophic 

results. However, Philzeal had always thought it possible for someone to teach 

themselves control. The guild hadn’t been around forever, so it made sense that 

someone must have figured out how to do it themselves. 

“Do you know why the guild exists?” Philzeal asked Milton.

“To teach people how to control their powers?”
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Philzeal laughed. “The guild is just a huge, money making empire. People 

who can use magic have no choice but to pay their fees and do their five years 

of study. It’s either that or fizzle out and die.” 

“Not this again!” Milton said. “Phil, you’ve got to be kidding me. No-one has 

to join. No one has to use their magic. I notice that this didn’t stop you joining 

up and getting through three years of study. You never talked like this until a 

month ago when you were put on notice.”

“Well, maybe it took me a little while to see what was going on.”

Philzeal had it all worked out. It had come to him just after his fourth drink, 

when he realised that the guild had actually done him a favour by kicking him 

out.  

“But Phil, who is going to hire you? How are you going to get any coin?”   

“What does it matter? Once word of my exploits gets out, everyone will be 

wanting to hire me. Now I can practice all the time. Probably more than I ever 

could have at the academy, since I wont be wasting my time on things that I 

know I don’t really need to learn.”

“Phil, having time was never your problem. What you did with your time was 

your problem.” Milton nodded at the empty mug on the table. 

“Not true. I was kicked out because I started questioning their whole ideals.” 

Philzeal took another swig of his drink. “That was why they kicked me out. They 

don’t want free thinkers there, it’s all about who can conform the best.”

Philzeal could tell from Milton’s face that he wasn’t convinced. It didn’t 

matter. Philzeal knew that he may have been a little slack in the past, but now 
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things were looking up. He now had all the time in the world to practice his 

craft. He went to take another swig of his drink, but the cup was empty.

“Well, I hope the gods are watching over you, Phil,” Milton said. 

Philzeal snorted at that. “Bah, the gods,” he said. “ I couldn’t really care less 

what they think, and they probably feel the same way.”

Philzeal had made a point to shun the gods. People who relied on them to 

make their life easier were robbing themselves of the burden of hardship. 

Philzeal thought hardship was an essential ingredient in anything worth doing. 

“Unless there’s an unknown fourth god out there, governing ale.” Philzeal 

shook the empty mug in his hand. 

Milton laughed. Philzeal smiled. At least he had stopped his friend looking so 

damned serious.

###

Jarred had spotted the woman. As soon as he saw her, he felt a shock run 

through his body. She was beautiful. 

She was sitting three rows back, behind Hansel the miller. With big brown 

eyes and long brown hair pulled back into a pony tail, she was wearing a long 

black robe that clung to her tightly around the shoulders. It fell away down her 

chest, revealing cleavage over the top of what appeared to be a tight dress 

underneath. Once his eyes fell onto her chest, they didn’t seem to want to leave. 

It took all his strength to move them back up to her face. 
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She was crying. It made Jarred sad to see her cry. He felt like she shouldn’t 

cry, that someone who looked like that would only be crying if the most grave 

injustice was happening the world. 

It seemed that Tatiana had noticed it too. She moved over to be standing right 

in front of the crying woman.

“I’m getting something from over here,” Tatiana said. “There’s someone 

nearby who has passed recently. A …” she paused, “…man?”

The crying lady looked up at that. Jarred though he could see hope in her 

face. Then he realised he was staring at her chest again, and looked back to 

Tatiana.

“Yes, it’s a man. I think that he’s stuck here because … he can’t move over 

yet. Someone doesn’t want him to leave, so he can’t go.” 

The woman was still looking up at Tatiana hopefully.

“My father passed away last week!” shouted a woman over to the left of the 

crying lady, closer to Jarred. 

Tatiana glanced over to her. “What was his name?” she asked. 

“Martin,” came the reply. 

“No, it’s not him,” said Tatiana. “He’s definitely around this area.” She waved 

her hand, indicating a small section of the audience in front of her. The weeping 

lady was in its centre. 

Why isn’t she mentioning letters, Jarred thought; Where’s the name? Come to 

think of it, what happened to the puppy with that last guy? 

“And there’s something about a house …” Tatiana offered. She looked 
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everywhere but at the woman on the verge of weeping openly. 

At that, the woman gave a sob. 

“My husband died last week,” the woman cried out. She looked down at the 

ground, shoulders shuddering as she sobbed. 

“Oh my dear, yes I see that. And he left some unfinished business behind, 

didn’t he?” Tatiana asked. 

Who doesn’t, Jarred thought. He imagined his mother rushing towards 

Tatiana clutching uncle Jerry’s key, screaming ‘My brother-in-law left some 

unfinished business!’ Thankfully, that didn’t happen. 

The woman just squeezed her eyes shut and nodded. 

“And his death wasn’t unexpected, was it?” Tatiana asked. 

That was the third time Jarred had noticed her use the phrase it wasn’t this, 

was it. Not really a question, you could answer with either yes or no and it 

would still seem like the statement was right. 

However, the woman just looked confused. “Sorry?” she asked. 

Tatiana paused. Jarred noticed a flicker of movement out of the corner of his 

eye and glanced over to the people sitting on the chairs against the wall at the 

rear of the stage. The man had suddenly sat up straight. 

“His death. It wasn’t unexpected, was it.” Tatiana tried again. Same lack of 

emphasis at the end of the sentence. She could either be asking if it was 

unexpected, or stating that it wasn’t. Either would work fine. 

The woman didn’t seem to be so willing to just let that slide, however. 

“Sorry, are you asking if his death was unexpected, or wasn’t?” the woman 
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asked. Tatiana hesitated, clearly not expecting this. Jarred sat forward in his 

chair.

“Ahh … it was unexpected?” Tatiana asked. She didn’t sound as confident as 

she did a moment ago. 

That seemed to be the right answer. The woman in the audience squeezed 

her eyes shut and burst into a new round of tears, nodding.

Tatiana’s shoulders slumped a little bit. “I can see a young man, very fit and 

strong. He’s standing beside you.”

“Oh really?” the woman asked. “That sounds like Robert! What is he doing?”

“He’s … patting you on the back I think? Or on the head? Did he ever … he’s 

trying to say something … I think it’s … darling? Or baby? Sweetheart?”

Jarred imagined a spirit standing next to this woman, silently mouthing 

words. Surely ‘baby’ and ‘sweetheart’ would look different.

The woman seemed perplexed. “I’m assuming that that’s Robert, but why 

would he call me anything like that?”

“Oh he’s smiling and shaking his head,” Tatiana said. “Sorry I think I got that 

wrong. Maybe … did you ever have a nickname for him? Bobby or Rob or 

anything?”

“No, no one had a nickname for Robert. He was such a stern man. I’m so 

amazed that he’s here.”

“Yes, it’s definitely him. He’s nodding when I say Robert, and he’s standing up 

straight, stiff backed.”

“That certainly sounds like Robert!” the woman said. “I bet he’s wearing his 
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uniform as well.”

“Yes, he’s wearing … it’s definitely a uniform. Some kind of official looking 

… he’s pointing at something on his chest …”

“Is it what killed him?”

Tatiana paused. 

“Do you know how your husband died?” Tatiana asked. 

“Oh yes, he died of a heart attack.”

“Robert is clutching at his chest … yes that’s what he’s doing. He wants you 

to know it’s really him. Yes he’s nodding at that, it’s definitely Robert.”

The man sitting at the back of the stage shook his head and muttered 

something to the woman beside him, who nodded in agreement. Neither of 

them took their eyes off Tatiana.

The woman in the audience was crying again. “Oh poor Robert! Is there any 

way that you can ask him if I can speak to James?”

“I can ask him that,” said Tatiana. “Who was James?”

“James was my husband.” The woman gave another sob at that. 

Tatiana stopped. “Your husband?”

“Yes, James was my husband.”

“Who’s Robert, then?”

“Robert was my husbands brother. No one really liked him, so I’m surprised 

that he’s here. I always thought he hated me.”

Tatiana hesitated again, and then said, “I think that what he want’s you to 

know … I mean, he seems happy now. And … maybe apologetic … yes I can 
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tell from his face that he’s happy and apologetic.”

“Okay, well tell him that I accept that. And I’m sorry for how James and I 

never put the effort in to see him.” The woman’s sobs seemed to have stopped 

now. “It was just … I mean, we were so busy, and there just wasn’t time.”

“He knows that. He’s nodding. He accepts what you’re saying. He’s still 

smiling and patting your back.”

“Wow. I can’t imagine Robert smiling and patting anyone.” Another sob 

came out again. “It’s certainly him, yes?” she asked, wiping her eyes again.

Tatiana paused again for a second. She glanced around at the audience, who 

were all completely hooked, staring at her expectantly. “Yes, it certainly is. Now 

he’s going to see if he can get James …”

“Tell him thank-you. Oh, wait! Before he goes, can you ask him something?”

“I can try … he’s starting to fade …”

“Oh no! Quick! Ask him if there’s anyone I need to tell!”

Tatiana looked confused. “He’s not sure what you mean. He looks a bit 

confused. Anyone you need to tell what?”

“Well, about his death. I assume if he’s here then he must have died. I’m sure 

the City Watch will inform the family, but you know how long these things can 

take. Ask him if I should tell the family.”

“I’m sorry,” Tatiana said. “When did he die?”

“I have no idea! He was alive and well last we heard, but all of a sudden he’s 

turned up here, so I guess that must mean he’s dead.”

Jarred felt thrilled. Tatiana seemed otherwise. She stood there, staring at the 
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woman. 

“I thought that …” Tatiana started. “I mean, when you said it was your 

brother-in-law, I assumed he was …”

“Well yes, I thought it was odd. But I mean, you confirmed it. He said he was 

definitely Robert. And you described him perfectly so I don’t doubt that it was 

him. Did he respond?”

Tatiana looked around. All eyes were on her. Jarred’s heart was beating. What 

would people say? He looked back at the woman in the audience. She wasn’t 

crying any more. 

“I think he’s gone now …” Tatiana trailed off. “I’m getting something from 

over here,” she said, moving away. “A man … his name I think maybe starts with 

a B or a G or something …”

People started murmuring, and Jared felt the mood of the room start to 

change. One voice rose above the others, clear and strong. 

“My name starts with a B.” Everyone else fell quiet as a man in front of 

Tatiana stood up. He was a big man, with none of the weight wasted on fat. He 

was wearing a long, thick cloak over what looked like hard leather armour. 

Jarred figured he must be a soldier. 

“I don’t think …” Tatiana started. 

“No, I don’t think that you answered that young lady’s question,” the soldier 

cut her off. 

There were a few murmurs of agreement from the audience. Jarred smiled.
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###

“I’m dry,” Philzeal said. “And you will be soon, too.” He pointed at Milton’s 

mug. 

“Let me,” said Milton, standing up.

Philzeal waved him down. “No, I’m closer. Besides, I’m sure there’ll be 

plenty of opportunity for you to pay me back in the future.”

“I really don’t mind, Phil. Besides, I’d kind hoped to check out …” Milton 

didn’t finish his sentence. He inclined his head towards the other end of the 

tavern, where the crowd was.

“What is going on over there anyway?” Philzeal asked, squinting to try and 

see. All he saw was the backs of a lot of people.

“You wouldn’t like it Phil. I was just going to pop my head in while I got us 

another drink, just to see what it was like.”

“What? What is it? Not another one of those bloody minstrel groups? I can’t 

stand it when …”

“No, it’s not. It’s a … well, it’s a psychic.”

“A fucking WHAT?” Philzeal roared. 

“She’s a …”

“You mean a damned con-artist!” Philzeal yelled, standing up. He didn’t care 

if anyone heard him, though he could see now that this half of the tavern was 

completely empty. No one who was watching the show seemed to take any 
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notice of him. 

Philzeal hated psychics. The only mystery was how seemingly smart people 

managed to be fooled into handing their gold over. He was angry at the crowd, 

and angry at the tavern for hosting the event.

“It’s just as bad as that bloody idiot Balthazar fucking Ashraf the stupid King’s 

high counsellor.”

“Philzeal! You need to be quiet!” Milton was standing next to Philzeal now, 

holding one of his arms. “It’s Ashman. Balthazar Ashman, and he’s now the 

Advisor. It happened yesterday.” 

“Get off me!” Philzeal said, tugging his arm away. “I’m not going to do 

anything!” What did Philzeal care if people wanted to waste their life on that 

sort of crap? And how did he miss the news that Ashman got promoted?

“I’ll go and get the drinks,” Philzeal said.  “You go and watch your stupid 

psychic, and I’ll come and get you.”

“I don’t know, Phil,” Milton said. He glanced over at where the show was, 

and then looked back to Philzeal. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“I’m not going to embarrass you!” Philzeal said. “I’ll meet you over there.” 

He turned around without waiting to see what Milton’s response was.

###

“Well I can only …” Tatiana was saying. “I cannot fully describe my abilities to 
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you.”

“Was that man dead?” The soldier wasn’t accepting anything other than a 

direct answer. “Or can you see people who are still alive too?”

“I never said that it was definitely him,” Tatiana said. 

The man sitting against the wall stood up. He had a long face which 

reminded Jarred of a weasel. 

“Ladies and Gentlemen,” the weasel said. “I think it’s time that Tatiana the 

Grey took a brief pause to regain her energies.”

Tatiana smiled, turning around.

“I’m not asking her to expend her energies,” the soldier said. “Surely she 

doesn’t need to use her powers to speak to me? I asked a simple question. She 

confirmed that the man she was seeing was this Robert, who it turns out is 

alive.”

“Tatiana the Grey cannot confirm anything," Weasel Man said. "Everything 

you see here is purely for …”

“I beg your pardon sir,” came another voice. “But she did confirm that the 

person she was talking to was this lady’s brother in law. No less than three times. 

I can read it back to you, if you would like.” 

Jarred turned in his seat to see this new voice, as did everyone. A man, much 

older than the soldier, was sitting there with a book open in his lap and pencil in 

his hand. He had long grey hair and small round spectacles over his eyes. He 

reminded Jarred of his professor at school. “I’ve got it all written down here, 

word for word,” he said, indicating the book. 
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Weasel and the woman sitting against the wall shared a glance. The woman 

stood as Weasel turned back to the audience, stepping over to Tatiana 

"I don’t think that's necessary," he said, putting an arm around Tatiana and 

pushing her back towards the chairs. 

Tatiana refused to budge. 

"I think it is," said the soldier. 

"Tatiana never said the she is able to speak to the dead," Weasel said.

"That's not true, Reinhold!” Tatiana said to Weasel. “I saw him there as clear 

as day!"

From behind them, the woman stepped over to where Reinhold was trying to 

move Tatiana off the stage. 

"I don't really understand what the point of all this is then, " said the soldier. 

"Can she speak to the dead or not? Is she able to answer for herself?"

"It's complicated," Tatiana said. She shrugged the other two off. "It's not as 

simple as seeing and hearing things. How about you think of it as just something 

that I know. That I feel.”

"I don't understand." The soldier said. “Can you actually see the spirits of 

people here? Are they talking to you in words that you can hear?"

Tatiana looked around at the crowd of people. They were all looking back at 

her. Jarred was enthralled. He looked over at the woman who had been crying. 

Now she had a slight smirk on her face, and no of the redness around her eyes. 

Jarred realised that the whole thing was a setup. The woman didn't have a 

dead husband, and must have made the whole thing up to fool Tatiana into 
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getting specific.

Tatiana walked towards the soldier.

"You wouldn't understand,” she said. “You need to open your mind to the 

possibility that there are things out there beyond your understanding."

"I have no problem accepting that there are things beyond my 

understanding,” the soldier replied. “I do have a problem with someone who 

takes money from people in exchange for outright lies."

“Tonight’s show is free!” Reinhold said to the man. He seemed to have given 

up trying to move Tatiana off the stage.

“Tonights is, yes,” the solder said. “But what about the private consultations 

that you’re advertising for the next two weeks?” He moved down the small aisle 

between the rows of chairs and onto the stage. 

Reinhold stepped towards him, his hand gripping the handle of the sword 

strapped to his belt. The soldier held up his arms, hands open. Without pausing 

to make sure Reinhold understood, he turned to the audience.

"All she did was stand here and throw out random pieces of information. You, 

the audience, then scrambled to fit those pieces of information to match your 

own lives”

“How did she know about my sister Elsa, then?" asked the woman who had 

first spoken to Tatiana at the beginning of the show. 

The soldier turned to look at the man who looked like a professor, who 

flicked back a few pages in his book.

"I think it's clear," the professor said, “that she had no idea who Elsa was. 
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Please remember that Elsa was the last of six names that she mentioned, and 

only half of them were female. You only picked up on it after she pointed out 

that it didn't have to be a dead person she was sensing.”

"But what about my grandfather?" said another voice from the crowd. "She 

described his armour perfectly."

"Not really," said the soldier. "She actually got you to describe him, and then 

just agreed with what you said. And the few things she did guess at were hardly 

unique. Your grandfather had missing parts to his armour? Every soldier would 

have had missing parts to their armour at some point in their life. It's incredibly 

uncommon for someone to go and join the Kings Guard already having a full 

suit. You just figured that it must be him. Just like what happened with our friend 

here." The soldier indicated the woman who had put on the crying show.

"She never said what her husband’s name was,” he continued. “You just 

assumed that it was Robert. You took what little information she gave you and 

painted your own picture with it.”

"So you made it all up then?" Tatiana asked.

"Well, it didn't seem to make much of a difference,” the soldier said. 

"The subtle energies that I work with are beyond your comprehension. The 

negative energy that you bought with you tonight has interfered with my senses, 

and that is why I saw what I saw. Your thoughts must have just manifested 

themselves to me, and I saw what you wanted me to see."

"So it's not just dead people that you see? It's actually thoughts as well?"

"Sometimes. I don't know. It's had to explain in a way that you would 
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understand."

"Try me."

Tatiana was stumped. Jarred felt that she was loosing the audience. Some 

people were already getting up and walking away. Others were punctuating the 

soldiers points with quiet murmurs of agreement. 

The soldier took a step towards Tatiana.

"What if I told you that if you would prove your powers to us right now, right 

here, then we would give you five hundred gold coins." 

Tatiana stared at the soldier. 500 gold coins was a lot of money.

As if hearing his thoughts, the soldier reached under his cloak and pulled out 

three large pouches. He threw them down at her feet, one of them spilling gold 

coins on the floor. Tatiana’s stare moved down to them. 

“How?" she asked. 

"Tatiana the Grey is not able to participate in any such test," Reinhold said. 

He reached up to Tatiana again and tried to lead her away, but she shrugged him 

off. Reinhold looked over to the woman on the other side of Tatiana. One of her 

hands slipped beneath her cloak.  

"What sort of test?" Tatiana asked. 

"You choose one person from the audience. They write on a piece of paper as 

much information as they can think about their deceased relatives in five 

minutes. Names, occupations, how they died. That sort of thing. Then you tell us 

all as much information about them as you can, without the person talking to 

you or answering any questions. No vague letters, no ‘maybe his name was Eric? 
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Or Bart?’ Just whatever you can pick up on. Then we compare how accurate you 

were to what they wrote down."

Tatiana looked from the soldier to the coin bags. Jarred knew that she was 

going to go for it. 

###

Philzeal impressed himself with the way he made his way over to the bar, 

travelling in an almost straight line. He had even managed to order the drinks 

without incident, and was moving over to the crowd at the front of the inn. 

He could see people on the raised stage. Some leather-clad muscle man was 

talking to an old woman, presumably this great psychic that everyone had come 

to see. It was odd for the person getting scammed to be up on the stage with her, 

though. Usually people stayed seated in the audience while the psychic guessed 

their birthday and other nonsense. 

Philzeal started to look around for Milton, but his eyes caught someone else. 

To either side of the old woman was a man and another woman. The man 

looked like he was trying to usher the old woman off the stage, and the woman 

was looking towards the door. There was something about her that seemed so 

familiar to Philzeal, he just couldn’t put his finger on it. 

Christine Harman! The name struck him suddenly, his memory finally falling 

into place. She had been an apprentice water wizard, dropping out of the 
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academy a year ago. He had always thought of her as a snooty little bitch, and 

wondered what she was doing here. Was she a part of the show?

The hairs on the back of Philzeal’s neck stood up, and he felt a definite cold 

shiver down his spine, cutting through his drunken haze. Every wizard knew 

when someone was using magic nearby. Someone was gathering their energies, 

and he had no doubt it was Christine. Philzeal turned to find Milton, knowing 

that the other man must feel it too. Then he sensed a surge in the power, and 

realised it was too late.

###

Tatiana raised her eyes from the bags of gold, looking at the soldier again.

"Tatiana!" Reinhold said. “It’s time we left.”

Tatiana turned around to the woman behind her, who still had her hand 

under her robe. Tatiana seemed to notice something about her. 

“No, wait!” Tatiana said, raising her hand. “I know I can do this!”

The woman pulled her hand from her robe, clutching a small bottle. Without 

any sound other than the gasps of shock from the audience, a thick fog 

enveloped the entire stage, rapidly expanding to cover the first row of chairs.  

Jarred looked around, not sure what to do. He caught a glimpse of the 

woman who had been crying. She was suddenly standing, her robe discarded. 

Underneath she was wearing a suit of tight black leather, fitted against her slim 
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body like skin, bulking out a little around her back, chest and shins. She darted 

into the fog as it expanded into the third row of seating. 

The white cloud rolled over Jarred’s row, and he found himself lost in a sea of 

white. Cloying and damp, the fog completely obscured his vision. He stumbled 

up and out of his chair, as did most people around him. Moving fast, he 

suddenly found himself outside the cloud, which seemed to have stopped 

expanding just past the seating area. 

He could hear a lot of scraping of chair legs behind him as everyone stood 

up and tried to get out of the area. Feeling a tug on his shirt, he looked around 

to see his father. 

"Come on, Jarred. We're leaving. Now."

Jarred didn't want to go. He wanted to stay and watch, in case the lady came 

back. “Can’t we wait to see what happens?” he asked.

“No," his father said, turning to leave, dragging Jarred by the hand.

###

Philzeal’s world had turned white. He had heard a collective gasp from the 

audience, and then a whole lot of shouting. He had just stood there as the cloud 

of fog engulfed him and everyone around. Now he could sense movement as 

people tried to escape the cloud. 
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Any water wizard could create a cloud of fog. For fuel, all they would need is 

a small amount of water, like the amount in the bottle that Christine had pulled 

from beneath her robes. As Milton had recently pointed out, untrained wizards 

had no problem casting spells; stopping them that was the tricky part. Philzeal 

had no doubt that the cloud of fog was much bigger than she had intended. 

He stood still, knowing the cloud was temporary. People were rushing past 

him on either side. Someone barged into his shoulder on their way past, causing 

him to spill some of the ale over himself. The tavern door opened with a bang, 

and Philzeal could feel the cold air rush in. That’ll be Christine and her friends 

leaving, Philzeal thought. 

His suspicions were confirmed almost immediately. Without Christine there 

to maintain it, the fog quickly faded. The audience had broken up, and now the 

tavern was full of loud conversation.

Serves them all right, Philzeal thought. 

Philzeal felt cold where the ale had drenched his robe, and felt cheated that 

he was now half a cup of ale down. He returned to the bar, but there was no-

one there. The whole incident had distracted everyone. He ducked behind the 

bar and refilled the mug. He figured it wasn’t really stealing, as he hadn’t 

actually drunk the ale he was now wearing. Come to think of it, he couldn’t 

remember paying for the last two before he took them away. He decided it was 

the fault of the inn-keep for putting the stupid psychic show on in the inn.

Turning back towards the tables, he stole a few glances over his shoulder at 

the bar, making sure no one was coming out to challenge him. No one had 
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seemed to notice, and he figured he was off the hook. He finally found the table 

and sat down, still looking back towards the bar.  

“You’ll never guess what I just managed!” Philzeal said, looking around at 

Milton as he sat down, raising the drink to his lips.

Milton wasn’t there. Philzeal was staring right into the eyes of someone who 

was a little older and a hell of a lot bigger. 

Philzeal’s first thought was that it was a guard, here to deal with him stealing 

the ale. It took a few seconds to realise that there would be no reason why a 

guard would be sitting at the table. Two more seconds, and he realised it was the 

soldier-looking man who had been up on stage with the psychic.

Philzeal looked around and noticed the other two people sitting at the table. 

One, a much older man, had shoulder length grey hair and small round 

spectacles perched on his nose. The other, a woman, was young and incredibly 

attractive. Behind them all, about three tables away, Philzeal could see Milton 

waving at him frantically.  

“Can I help you?” the soldier asked. 

Philzeal was still mid-swig of his ale. He finished the action and then wiped 

his lip with the back of his hand. He knew how to play this. 

“I think that you’ll find it is I who can help you.” Philzeal glanced at the other 

two to measure their reaction. The old guy didn’t seem to care, and the woman 

was still glaring at him like he had offended her somehow. He turned his eyes 

back to the warrior. 

His mind worked quickly. He knew that this could be his first chance to sell 
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himself into the service of an established crew. The old man looked a bit past it, 

but the soldier and the woman were obviously built for action. All he had to do 

was talk them up, flatter them a bit, and then offer them his services. They’ll be 

so taken in by his charm that they’ll say yes. 

“I am Philzeal, Fire Wizard,” he said. “Let me start by saying you guys look 

amazing!”

###

Outside, it wasn't raining as heavily as it had been when Jarred arrived. 

However, the ground was slippery and there appeared to be ice scattered 

around. That was odd, Jarred thought. It didn’t seem cold enough for snow.  

They made it back to the coach in silence. As Jarred and his mother climbed 

in, his father started talking.

“Well, that was interesting,” he said.

“Yes, it was incredible,” his mother replied. 

Damn straight it was incredible, Jarred thought. How often was it you got to 

see a fake exposed right in front of you? 

“The way she contacted those people,” his father was saying. “She really has 

a gift, that one.”

“I know. It’s a shame about those people who couldn’t believe.”
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Jarred found he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Were they serious? He 

had to say something.

“But … wasn’t she making it up? Wasn’t that the point of the whole thing?” 

he asked. 

His mother turned around to regard him with a patient look.

“Oh Jarred,” she said. “You saw it for yourself. She described those people’s 

dead relatives easily. They recognised exactly who she was talking about. And 

yet that’s not enough for some people.” She turned back to the front, looking 

ahead. “Some people are just so closed minded to the world around them that 

they won’t let anything change what they want to believe.”

Yes, Jarred thought. They really are. 
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New Beginnings

JEREMY, STEWARD OF BARTON MANOR, was soaked through. The rain had eased a bit 

since he set out from the manor, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to go on 

much longer if he didn’t arrive at the town.

Twelve years he had been the steward of Barton manor, and in that time he 

had barely ventured off the estate. There was so much to attend to that he never 

noticed the days, or the weeks, or the years passing from one to the next (except 

the one day off that he was forced to take at the end of every year). His whole 

world was the manor. 

Now he felt that his insular attention to duty would cost his master dearly. 

His instructions had been clear, but his lack of knowledge on the local area had 

caused the journey to be three times as long as it should be. Not to mention the 

rain making it worse. Trying to find and follow sign posts in this torrential 

weather had been next to impossible. 

He’d finally had some luck when he came to the top of a ridge and realised 

that he could see down to the town below. From then on knew what direction 

he needed to go in. 

Nearing the lights of the town, he saw the outline of three figures on 

horseback riding towards him at an incredible speed. Instinctively he moved off 
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the road, worried that the three were going to ride straight over him. With 

visibility so low, people should be more careful. 

As the three riders neared him, they showed no sign in slowing down. Jeremy 

nudged his horse off the road onto the grass. As the riders went past he noticed 

the very sudden drop in temperature, and there seemed to be a strange cloud of 

fog trailing from behind them. Jeremy looked down to see that, other than a 

spray of mud from the galloping horses, he was now covered in a fine later of 

ice crystals. Looking down the road after the riders, he saw a trail of similar 

crystals had formed on the road in their wake. 

City people were just so damned rude. 

He arrived at the town a few minutes later, heading towards the big building 

opposite the town gate. A sign marked it as the Duck and Anchor inn, and he 

figured it was as good a place to start as any. Pulling the collar of his cloak up 

around his neck, he stepped towards the door. 

Pushing his way through inside, he was surprised to see it so full at such a 

late hour. Groups of people were all sitting around chatting, obviously very 

common from what they were wearing. He probably should have dressed down 

for the occasion. As the steward, it was part of his job to be immaculately 

dressed. Compared to the people in the Tavern, he imagined he looked like a 

lord himself.  

No one seemed to notice him, though. He didn’t know what mercenaries 

looked like, but he was under strict instructions to find some and bring them 

back.
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There was a group of men sitting by the bar, drinking and locked in 

conversation, all of them gesticulating wildly. He turned and looked at a table 

nearby. That one was full of women, all sitting around and drinking, also talking 

pretty intently to each other. Was one of them a wizard? His other instructions 

had been to find a wizard. Don’t wizards wear robes? None of the women at 

that table were wearing robes.  

In fact, everyone everywhere seemed to be talking all at the same time, trying 

to get their point across.  

He noticed on one table a little further back there was just one person doing 

all the talking, while three others at the table were just staring at him. That 

seemed to be a group that had things under control. Jeremy was pretty sure that 

the red robes the talker was wearing denoted him as a wizard.

His aimless wandering had bought him to the bar. Leaning over it, he 

coughed to get the bar-man’s attention. 

“What’s happened here?” Jeremy asked.

“We had a psychic here tonight. That group over there just called her a fraud 

and now she’s run off,” the bar-man said, nodding in the direction of the red-

robed wizard.

“Was she?” Jeremy asked. 

“What?” 

“Was she a fraud?”

The bar-man seemed to think about that for a moment. “I didn’t see most of 

the show. I know that Barlimann will be pissed, though. Lots of people here are 
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talking and not many are buying. Normally a show like that’ll keep people 

buying all night. After a little disturbance, though, people are all too keen to get 

their own opinion heard. Start arguing and shouting, and everyone forgets to 

buy the next round.”

Jeremy didn’t need to know who Barlimann was. He had found exactly what 

he was looking for.

Jeremy nodded his thanks to the bar-man and headed over to the group.

###

“You know,” the fat man in red robes was saying, “to cut a long story short, that’s 

really why I’ve come over here.”

Franklin was still getting over the fact that one simple oversight had ruined 

weeks of meticulous planning. Tonight was supposed to be the unveiling of their 

new challenge to psychics. No-one suspected that Tatiana had a wizard in her 

entourage. And they had paid for their lack of foresight. 

Now they had some drunk sitting at their table claiming to be a wizard. That 

did make a nice change; normally the drunks approached them to talk to Ester. 

This guy seemed only interested in talking about how strong and capable 

Franklin looked, and he was starting to get uncomfortable. 

“Look, I’m sure I …” Franklin began.

“Yes, I’m sure you are,” the wizard interrupted. “I know that these tough 

times are tough, and that many a group are in the market for a traveling wizard 
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to help them in their traveling.” He paused for a moment to think, then took 

another drink, emptying his mug. “Have you seen what a lot of those wizards 

are expecting? I mean, sure, there’s a few that are happy with a reasonable loot-

share agreement, but up-front payments have become the norm! You need to pay 

them a small fortune up-front before they’ll even follow you out the door! I don’t 

know about you, but I know you probably don’t make that much of anything 

when you’re sweeping an orc lair these days.”

In his fifteen years on the King’s Guard, Franklin had dealt with his fair share 

of drunks. This one seemed harmless enough; in fact, it was amazing that the 

wizard had been able to stay upright in his seat for this long. Though he was 

happy to realise that the wizard wasn’t actually hitting on him.

“We don’t raid orc lairs,” Franklin told him. “We’re in the middle of 

something here.” He nodded towards the others at the table, choosing to be 

polite.

“I think that you’re missing my point.” The wizard went to take another drink, 

sliding his now empty mug across the table while reaching for the second one 

he had bought over to the table with him. 

A man passing the table patted Franklin on the back. 

“Good job back there,” the man said as he passed. Franklin smiled and 

nodded in return. He looked around the tavern, feeling that that man’s sentiment 

was in the minority. It was obvious by the way that people were looking over at 

their table that Franklin and his friends were the topic of conversation. They had 

received few kind words; most of the glances they were getting weren’t friendly. 
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No one liked having their beliefs tested, not in any real way. 

“I am one of the finest wizards the academy has to offer, and I’m offering 

myself to you at an incredibly low rate,” the wizard was saying. 

Despite his youth, the wizard was wearing the robes of the academy without 

a novice tag. Young, fully trained wizards were not unheard of, but wizards 

generally spent all their time inside the academy studying. This guy had the look 

of someone who spent a lot of time being drunk. He was talking a lot about 

nothing and the reek of ale was all through his clothes. If this really was the 

academy’s finest, then their standards had  dropped.  

“Thank-you, Fizzle …” Franklin said.

The wizard held up his hand. “Philzeal,” he said. 

“Yes,” Franklin continued,“thank you for your offer, but …”

“Ahh but what you don’t understand is …” the wizard started.

“No,” Ester interrupted. “What you don’t understand is that what my friend 

was trying to say was piss off.”

Franklin looked over at Ester. She was angry. She had been angry before the 

wizard had sat down. She had been angry with how the night had gone, and 

angry that Tatiana had managed to steal money from them. Franklin was pretty 

sure she had been angry since they first met almost fourteen years ago.

The wizard looked at her as if he had been slapped. 

“Well, there’s no need for …” he trailed off. Then burped. Loudly. 

“Is that person trying to get your attention?” Franklin asked the wizard. He 

pointed at the man sitting a few tables back wearing brown robes and waving 
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frantically in their direction.  

Before the wizard could respond, a well dressed man approached them from 

the bar. 

“Excuse me sirs. My lady.” He nodded to Franklin, Connor and Ester in turn. 

“I come from the estate of Lord Barton, with an urgent request for aid.”

“Lord Barton sent you?” Franklin asked.

The man hesitated for a moment before answering.

“Not exactly. I have come at the behest of someone acting in the lord’s best 

interests. I am Jeremy, Lord Barton’s steward.”

The others, including their drunk intruder, were all staring at the newcomer. 

Even Connor, who so far had just had his head down as he scribbled notes into 

his notebook was looking up, hand paused over the page. 

“My lord has been troubled of late,” Jeremy continued, “and though he will 

not admit to it, I feel that the trouble is being caused by a restless spirit.”

The steward paused, allowing the words to sink in, as if he had just said 

something of great importance. 

“You mean he has trouble sitting still? He wants to travel a lot?” the wizard 

asked.  

“No. I mean a spirit of a dead person that is restless. Barton manor is 

haunted, and it has been causing my lord undue stress.”

“Oh really?” Franklin asked, raising an eyebrow. “Haunted?”

“I believe so, yes. And I need you to help me.”

“Help you?” Franklin asked. “Help you … stop the manor being haunted?”
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“From what I’ve heard, you seem to have experience in this sort of thing.” The 

steward gestured to the crowds around them. “And you have a wizard in your 

employ,” he said, indicating the drunk. I have been instructed to pay well. 1200 

gold for one night’s work.”

Franklin opened his mouth, intending to explain that the wizard had nothing 

to do with them, and found the words wouldn’t come. He closed his mouth, 

thought about what the steward had just said. 

“1200 gold?” he asked.

“That’s correct.” 

Franklin looked at the wizard. 1200 was a lot of gold, but Franklin had no 

intention of sharing it with a complete stranger.  

“Sorry,” he said. “The Wizard wont be joining us. Not for 1200 gold, not for 

…”

“Well, I’m afraid that it’s a deal breaker,” Jeremy said. “I do understand 

though. I believe that wizard’s fees have shot up recently.” He looked at Philzeal 

with disdain. “I am authorised to go as high as 1600.” Jeremy looked around at 

the others again. 

Franklin looked around the table. Connor had stopped writing and was 

staring back at him. Ester was sitting up straighter in her seat, also staring back at 

him. Both of them were slowly, almost imperceptibly, nodding. 

It wasn’t ideal, but that was a lot of gold. Knowing that the others seemed 

keen regardless of the newcomer, Franklin felt that he had little choice but to 

accept the offer.
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“Okay, we accept,” Franklin said. 

Jeremy smiled. The wizard exhaled loudly, apparently having held his breath 

while Franklin was making up his mind. 

“Excellent,” Jeremy said. “Liniment Warrington insisted there be a wizard.”

Franklin felt shock ring through his body.  

"Liniment Warrington?" The wizard asked. “Who’s that?”

Jeremy seemed surprised. 

“Surely you're heard of him?” he asked. “He's a renowned ghost hunter."

"Ghost hunter?" The fat man obviously hadn’t heard of him. "Really? And his 

name is Liniment?”

"Yes. I contacted him first, and he gave me a list of things that I need to 

acquire for him to be able to carry out his investigations. He said he would 

require the services of a group of mercenaries, and that group had to that 

include a wizard.”

“And that’s his job? He gets paid to hunt for … arrgh!”

Franklin’s boot had found the wizards shin under the table, silencing him 

with a kick. 

“Of course we’ve heard of Liniment Warrington,” Franklin said. “We would 

be honoured to work with him.”

Franklin couldn’t believe what was happening. Except the addition of the 

wizard to their group, their luck had turned around completely.

"When do we leave?" he asked. 

"Right now," the steward said. "Do you have horses?”
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Franklin nodded a yes, and that seemed to be the end of the conversation. 

The steward just nodded and headed towards the door. 

Franklin turned to look at the others, their faces seeming to reflect his 

thoughts. 1600 gold and the chance to work with Liniment Warrington. They 

had worked for years to achieve both of those goals. 

They all stood and walked towards the exit. Franklin hovered by the door as 

they wandered out. He held out an arm to stop the wizard as the man wandered 

past him, limping from his kicked shin. 

“Just keep your mouth shut and keep up,” Franklin said. 

“What’s your problem?” the wizard asked. 

Franklin just let him go and walked out into the night, not bothering to check 

to see if the wizard was following. 

###

Outside, the rain was no longer pelting down. It was still cold, and a trail of frost 

lead out of town towards the gate. 

Philzeal found himself riding next to the old man who seemed obsessed with 

taking notes. Ahead, the soldier had stopped to look at the line of frost and 

mutter something to the woman, who seemed to be explaining something to 

him. Up ahead, the steward was holding a lit torch, illuminating the path ahead. 

“What the hell’s up his ass?” Philzeal asked the old man, nodding towards 

the man ahead.
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The old man smiled. “Oh, many things,” he said. “It’s pretty incredible the 

way things have transpired tonight. The chance to work with Liniment 

Warrington is unbelievable.”

“Alright. I’m Philzeal, by the way.” 

“Conner,” the old man said. “Franklin and Ester.” He indicated the soldier 

and the girl ahead. 

Philzeal nodded, looking at the two ahead, talking quietly. 

“What’s the big deal with this Warrington guy?,” Philzeal said. “Sounds like a 

joke to me.”

Connor chuckled.

“Warrington goes around proving the existence of ghost with ‘scientific 

deduction,’” he said. “We’ve been trying to investigate him for years. The man 

has an agent to handle his publicity, and every request we send is met with a 

no.”

“What does it matter?” Philzeal asked. “If he’s full of crap, then who cares?”

“It matters a great deal,” Connor said, “for three reasons. The first being that 

he is giving scientific inquiry a bad name. The second being that he is filling 

public opinion with mis-information. A person can be smart, but people 

together will generally believe whatever is in the majority. Warrington’s 

popularity has given him an enormous platform to preach his nonsense. He 

backs it up with what he claims to be evidence, and most people just accept it 

as fact.”

“And the third reason?” Philzeal asked. 
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“Well, if he’s right, of course.”

“Right?”

“Yes, if what he says is true. If his methods do in fact show that something is 

there.”

“Do you think they will? Do you think his methods get results.”

“Oh his methods get results, there is no question of that. The question is, do 

those results mean anything.”

Philzeal waited for a few moments, but Connor didn’t expand on that.  

“Are you a scribe?” Philzeal asked Connor. 

“In our line of work, it’s handy to have a complete record of everything we 

do. It’s invaluable to be able to look back to see where we might have gone 

wrong.”

“Like tonight?” Philzeal asked. “I bet you weren’t expecting that whole thing 

with the fog.”

Connor laughed. 

“Yes, like tonight,” he said. “Though I think that we’re still a ways off from 

calling tonight a complete write off, especially with what’s coming up.”

“Have you ever found one you couldn’t explain?” Philzeal asked. 

Connor looked at him with a raised eyebrow. 

“All of these investigation’s you’ve done. How many have you had where you 

haven’t been able to explain what was going on.”

“None.”

“What?” Philzeal didn’t believe him.
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“Not a single one.”

“How many have you done?”

“Many.” Connor reached into a saddle-bags on his horse and pulled out a 

small, leather-bound book. Embossed on the front was gold lettering, spelling 

out the title, Exploring the Not-so Unknown.

“What’s that?” Philzeal asked. 

“My first foray into non-fiction. Sums up my first year with these two.” 

Connor nodded at Franklin and Ester, who were still locked in quiet 

conversation. He held the book out, and Philzeal and took it, turning it over to 

inspect the cover.

“Well, I’ll bet Christine will make for a great chapter in your next one,” he 

said, flicking through the pages of tightly printed script.

“Christine?” Connor asked.

“Yeah. The wizard tonight.” Philzeal handed the book back to Connor.

Connor just gave him a blank stare.

“The water wizard?” Philzeal said. “The one who made the fog? I’m sure 

she’ll have a part in your next book.”

Connor looked towards Franklin and Ester, who were now both looking back 

towards Philzeal. 

“You know that wizard?” Franklin asked him, slowing down a bit so 

Philzeal’s horse moved closer to him.

“Yes. Christine Harman. She flunked out a year ago, I think.” Philzeal felt 

happy with the look of surprise on their faces. 
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“So she is a drop-out,” Franklin said, glancing at Ester, who just shrugged. 

“At least that mean’s they’re dumber than I thought,” Ester said.

“How so?” Connor asked them.

“I thought that they intentionally created a trail of frost to lead us in a certain 

direction,” Ester said. “It continues down this road for a while, then turns and 

heads into the forest.”

“Regardless,” Franklin said, “it’s a good bet that they knew this would 

happen. I still think that it’s a dud trail. They would have continued on until she 

either managed to shut it off or passed out from the effort. Then they would have 

changed direction.”

Ester shrugged, and Philzeal figured that that was what their conversation had 

been about. 

“Of course they used a drop-out,” Franklin said. “Cheaper wages.”

It was obvious Franklin didn’t have a lot of respect for wizards who had left 

the academy. Philzeal hadn’t decided yet the best way to break the news of his 

own lack of credentials to his new employers. 

He reached into the pocket in his robe and pulled out his hip flask. 

“Isn’t that dangerous for fire wizards?” Ester asked. “Fire and alcohol not 

mixing and all that.”

“I don’t bathe in it,” he said. 

“Really?” Ester indicated his robes, still wet with ale.

“That was an accident,” he said. “Someone bumped me in the tavern.”

Ester nodded and smiled in a way that said she didn’t really believe him, 
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turning back to look at the road. Franklin was still watching the wizard. 

“Go easy,” Franklin said. 

“Sure,” Philzeal replied. He was already sobering up thanks to the cold air, 

which he could acutely feel through his wet patch of robe. “Sorry about before, 

at the tavern. Didn’t know I almost blew your chance to investigate Warrington.”

Franklin’s eyes widened a bit, and he inclined his head to indicate the 

steward riding just ahead. Philzeal closed his mouth, hoping the man hadn’t 

heard anything.

Franklin’s horse moved further ahead, and Philzeal found himself riding next 

to Connor again. 

“Your attitude,” Connor said. 

“What?” Philzeal had no idea what he was talking about. 

“You asked me what was up his ass.” Connor nodded at Franklin. 

“What is wrong with my attitude?” 

“We don’t point fingers at people and tell them we hate them. Everything we 

do is meticulously researched, and we make sure that we give everyone a 

chance to explain what they think is the evidence supporting their claim.”

“But what was wrong with my attitude?” Philzeal asked again.

“Your comments about Warrington. Surprise that he gets paid for his ghost 

hunting. You flat out didn’t believe in him.”

“Oh come on! Do you? Do you believe that he …”

“I know about him. Belief is what you have despite a lack of evidence, or 

evidence to the contrary. But my knowledge come from experience.”
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“So does mine!” Philzeal said. “In my experience, everyone who says that 

ghosts are real is full of crap.” 

“And that, right there, is what I’m talking about,” Connor said. He pulled out 

his book and pencil and started to write again. It took Philzeal a moment to 

realise that Connor wasn’t holding any reins to his horse. He opened his mouth 

to say something, then closed it again, deciding instead to have another drink 

form his flask. 
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Ghost Hunt

FRANKLIN WATCHED AS THE WIZARD finished his drink and stashed the flask back 

into his robe. He’d put up with him because of the steward’s insistence. He 

didn't begrudge a man a drink, but he didn't want the wizard on his team. 

Franklin wanted everyone around him sharp, a habit he’d formed during his 

time in the King’s Guard. But if it got them closer to Liniment Warrington, then 

Franklin was willing to put up with having the wizard around.

Liniment Warrington had made a career of collecting as much data as 

possible and then using it to prove whatever outlandish claims he might have. 

Connor had described it as “I observe A, therefore B,” with apparently no 

explanation as to how A proved B. In fact, Warrington had been one of their 

major inspirations for getting in to their current line of work. As soon as Connor 

had published a book about their own exploits uncovering fakes, the polite 

refusal letters that Franklin received to every request for an interview stopped 

coming. 

Franklin had spent the majority of the ride deep in thought, after a brief 

argument with Ester. She had wanted to pursue Tatiana herself while the rest of 

them continued to the manor, but Franklin needed her here with them. He 

wasn't entirely sure what they were getting themselves in to, and wanted her 
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nearby. She knew that what he said made sense, but she had out her hood up 

and sulked the rest of the way. 

Now, as they rounded a bend in the path and saw the manor looming before 

them, he wished he had spent the ride talking to Connor, if only to decide on 

what they were going to say and do. 

"Here we are," the steward said, and picked up the pace. Franklin followed, 

spurring his horse faster. 

Standing in front of the manor house, Liniment Warrington looked like he 

had stepped from a portrait in his books. Brown leather armour was visible 

under two open jackets, with a long black overcoat that went all the way down 

to his boots. His mustache was waxed into two curls. On his head was a tall 

black hat with a belt going around the brim, a big silver buckle facing to the 

front. He stood next to his horse, hand on his hips, brown leather satchel slung 

over one shoulder, watching the others approach. 

"You have returned, steward." Warrington said, his voice booming.  

"Mr. Warrington," the steward said as he dismounted. "These are the warriors 

whose aid I have enlisted, as you requested."

Warrington regarded them as they all got off their horses. 

"You seem like quite the experienced group," he said. "But tell me, are you 

gentlemen prepared for what we may face inside that house tonight?"  

"Am I not invited inside?" asked Ester. She had stepped down and swept back 

her hood as she approached the ghost hunter.

"My lady," Warrington said, removing his hat and bowing low. “I apologise 
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for my ignorance.”

Warrington looked around at the others, like he was looking for something in 

particular. He seemed to have found it in the wizard, moving over to him 

eagerly and shaking his hand.

"It's great to have you along," Warrington said, moving over to the wizard. 

"Thanks. I'm Philzeal, of the order of ...” 

"The Order of Fire, yes. I can see from your robes," Warrington interrupted. 

The ghost hunter seemed excited that the wizard was there. He made hurried 

greetings to the rest of them then quickly returned to Philzeal. 

"Master Wizard, I'm eager to discuss many things with you."

Philzeal looked as confused as Franklin felt. He just smiled and nodded, 

glancing over at Franklin and giving a slight shrug as Warrington turned around. 

"We can hitch the horses over here," the ghost hunter said, indicating a 

wooden post near the entrance. He turned back to Philzeal. "To be honest, I've 

got a reason for wanting a wizard to come along tonight."

Warrington put his arm over Philzeal's shoulders and lead him towards the 

post. 

"For a while now," he said, "I've petitioned the Guild to take the matter of the 

paranormal seriously, and they have refused all invitations to send a 

representative to accompany me. All I ask is that they send an observer to look 

at the sort of results I'm getting out in the field."

Franklin smiled, glad that Warrington had been getting the same treatment 

that he had been giving others. 
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"I realised," Warrington continued, "that I would have to work them from the 

other direction. Instead of trying to get in touch with the High Council, I thought 

that if I bought a wizard along, he or she might be able to make the case for me. 

They're sure to listen to one of their own guild members. All I ask is that you 

give a fair account of what you see here tonight. You are still in contact with 

your superiors at the Guild, yes?”

Philzeal raised his eyebrows and nodded. “Of course, Mr. Warrington,” he 

said. 

Something was wrong with the way the wizard reacted. Franklin couldn’t put 

his finger on it. Years of spotting fakes had honed his skills in detecting lies, and 

Franklin felt a familiar twinge in his gut.

Aster Warrington didn’t seem to notice. He just slapped the wizard on the 

back and busied himself hitching his horse to the wooden frame. 

Leading his own horse over, Franklin gazed up at the manor looming in front 

of them. Two stories high, the whole house screamed wealth and nobility. It also 

seemed cold and uninviting, reminding him of the orphanage in which he was 

raised.  

"How well have you been briefed?" Warrington asked Franklin as they 

secured their horses.

“Jeremy told us there have been some disturbances at the house," Franklin 

said. "Not much more than that."

“Lord Barton thinks I’m crazy,” the steward said. “To be honest, he doesn’t 

know I’ve enlisted Mr. Warrington's aid.” 
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“You are fortunate that I was available to help," the ghost hunter said.

“Indeed,” Franklin said. 

As they spoke, the rain slowly returned. By the time they had tied up their 

horses, it was pouring.

“Let’s get inside!” the steward said, running over to the front door and 

holding it open for the others. 

The entrance hall was immense. There were two wooden doors either side of 

the hall. Directly ahead, a wide staircase led up to a landing with two smaller 

staircases continuing up either side. To either side of the stairway, two small 

corridors lead deeper into the house. On the wall above the landing were hung 

oil paintings and tapestries. 

“Lord Barton is away on business tonight,” the steward said, closing the door. 

“I’ve sent the rest of the staff to their quarters, which is on the other side of the 

property, about five minutes walk away. We shouldn’t be disturbed.”

“Leave the door open,” Warrington said. “We may need to get out quick.”

Franklin couldn’t decide if he was saying it for dramatic effect or if the man 

truly believed that there would be a need for them to get out fast. The steward 

pushed the door open again.   

“I sent word to Warrington a week ago,” he said, “when I finally decided to 

do something about these disturbances.” the steward walked over to join them 

at the foot of the stairs. “Luckily, he was able to fit an investigation into his busy 

schedule.”

A roll of thunder added it’s voice to the sound of rain outside. The storm was 
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coming back.  

"What kind of disturbances are we talking about here?" Franklin asked, 

gazing around the large open space.   

"Strange noises, mostly," the steward replied. "Footsteps. Muffled voices. 

Sometimes even moaning. Things falling over. That sort of thing."

"You saw things falling over?" Connor asked.

"No, I haven't seen anything like that. I've heard it. Normally coming from 

empty rooms. On occasions I've heard noises from the Lord's private study, but 

when I went in he was the only one in there."

Franklin looked at the steward. "And the Lady Barton?" he asked. "Is she ever 

present as well?"

"Lady Barton keeps to herself in the east wing of the house," the steward said, 

inclining his head towards one of the doors. "I'm afraid that the two are rarely 

seen together anymore, unless they're arguing over something. But I know that 

Lord Barton is being distressed by these disturbances. He's obviously not getting 

much sleep, and he's been so moody."

"And what would The Lord Barton say about the disturbances?”

"Like I said, the Lord thinks that I'm crazy. He would deny hearing anything, 

telling me it was all in my mind. I’ve read a lot of Mr. Warrington’s books, 

though. I knew what was going on here.”

From behind, Franklin heard a muffled snort. He turned to see the wizard 

looking away, hand over his mouth. Turning back, Franklin spotted Ester looking 

the direction of the wizard, a slight smile on her lips. He caught her eyes, and 
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the look on his face made her smile disappear. 

Franklin knew that their being here relied on Warrington getting on with the 

wizard.

“Anything else?” he said, before anyone else noticed the smirking wizard. 

“Just things not being where I put them,” the steward said. “Also, strange 

smells throughout the house.”

“Sounds like all the hallmarks of a haunting, according to Warrington’s 

books,” Connor said. He stood with his own notebook out, his hand holding the 

pen over the page. 

Warrington stood up a little straighter.

“You’ve read some of my books?” he asked. 

Connor nodded.  

“Really?” Warrington said. “How did you find them?”

“Informative,” Connor said. Franklin felt tension building in his stomach. 

Connor knew better than to ruin their chances here, but the old man seemed on 

the verge of calling Warrington out. Of course, they had found his books very 

informative, but not for the reasons that the ghost hunter would want.  

Warrington didn’t delve any deeper, though. He nodded and turned to 

Franklin. 

“You look like you’ve seen some action before,” Warrington said. “You ready 

for what’s in there?” He nodded down, indicating the sword at Franklin’s side. “If 

we are faced with spirit entities, you might find that not as effective as you 

usually do.”
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Now Franklin felt challenged to not make a snide comment. He merely 

nodded.

“So long as you’re nearby to tell us what to do,” he said, “I’m sure we’ll be 

fine.”

Warrington nodded and lead them over to the front of the house. 

“Where have these disturbances been happening?” Warrington asked. 

“Mainly in the lower regions of the manor,” the steward said.

“Well, we start at the top of the house,” Warrington said. “We work our way 

down. This should drive any spirits from the top down towards the bottom.”

“How do you know that?" Philzeal asked. 

“When you have spent as long as I have studying in this field, you know 

things. The fact is that the powers that we are contending with are beyond most 

people's comprehension. The best weapon that we have against them is 

knowledge."

"Knowledge?" 

“Knowledge. Experience. I have spent the better part of my life studying 

malevolent entities, gathering data on how they work. Every time I learn 

something knew about how they communicate or what seems to set them off, 

it’s written down and will always be there for potential use in the future. I have 

turned up many consistencies in my investigations. Spirits seem to shy away 

from contact, moving away from people until they are cornered. I have found 

that starting at the top of a premises and moving down seems to herd them 

towards the bottom.”
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“Where the ghosts are blocked by the walls?” Philzeal asked. 

Franklin held his breath. They hadn’t entered the house yet and already the 

wizard might ruin everything.

“Spirit guest,” Warrington said.

"Spirit guest?" 

"Yes. I have found they find the term ghost offensive, so I use the term spirit 

guest. You don't want to see what might happen if you anger them.”

Philzeal burst out laughing. 

“Come on!” He looked around at the others. You can’t tell me that you don’t 

find this whole thing hilarious!” Warrington glared at him.

“Perhaps it was a mistake bringing you, Wizard. I have spent a lifetime 

gathering proof of the existence of …”

Philzeal didn’t wait for him to finish his sentence. He strode away from the 

group and faced the stairs, raising his arms up in an open gesture. 

“Spirit guests,” he yelled at the top of his voice. “Ghosts! Creatures of the 

night! I challenge you to show yourself to us, or you shall forever be named 

cowards!”

Nothing could be heard, other than the rain outside. 

“What?” Philzeal asked as Franklin grabbed him and lead him away, out of 

earshot of the group. With the noise of the heavy rain outside, they didn’t have 

to go far. 

“That’s wasn’t funny,” Franklin said.  

“I wasn’t trying to be,” Philzeal said. “But come on! You can’t tell me you 



Kentuck / FMB / 72

don’t feel the same way!”

“It doesn’t matter how I feel, and it certainly doesn’t matter how you feel. 

Don’t forget that you’re here for one reason only, and that’s because he wanted 

you here.” Franklin pointed at Warrington. 

Philzeal rolled his eyes. “Does that mean I need to pander to everything he 

says? I don’t know why you’re bothering with this guy. It’s obvious that what he’s 

saying isn’t true.”

“You don’t understand it, do you?” Franklin wasn’t letting his anger getting 

the best of him. It took a lot of effort, but he ignored the urge to throw the 

wizard to the ground. “We’re not here to try and prove anyone wrong.”

“What?” Philzeal asked. “Isn’t that the whole point?”

“No. The point is we want to prove them right.”

The wizard looked at Franklin for a moment. “I don’t understand.”

“You don’t need to understand. Your part in this is getting us through the 

door. If you need to keep your mouth shut to do that, that’s fine. And apologise 

to Warrington.”

Philzeal opened his mouth as if to speak, then closed it, choosing instead to 

just nod. Despite his dislike for the man. Franklin felt that he owed the wizard 

more of an explanation. Now wasn’t the time. 

They headed back to the group, and Philzeal walked up to the ghost hunter. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “i just wanted to apologise for before. I guess I let my 

humour get the better of me.”

“Oh, I think we can all smell what has gotten the better of you on your 
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breath, wizard,” Liniment said. 

Philzeal said nothing. Maybe he was finally getting the idea.  

“There is one other thing,” Warrington said, handing each of them a small 

black tube. 

“In case we are split up for any reason, these whistles should serve as a 

means to call for help if it is needed.” He turned to the steward. “Will you be 

joining us, Jeremy?”

“Certainly,” he replied.  

Warrington put one foot on the staircase and turned back to the others. 

“Let us begin!” 

###

They moved through the upper sections of the house quicker than Philzeal 

thought they would. Warrington insisted that they not use torches, and all the 

lamps throughout the manor had been doused. He claimed that their eyes 

would adjust to the darkness, and it far more likely for the spirit guests to show 

themselves without the lights on. Despite the heavy cloud cover outside, there 

was enough ambient light coming through the windows to prevent them tripping 

over everything as they walked.  

Most of the upstairs rooms were bedrooms and wardrobes. Thankfully 
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Warrington had managed to keep the theatrics to a minimum. The downpour 

outside provided a constant background noise that muffled their footsteps. On a 

couple of occasions the ghost hunter would spin around, demanding silence, 

and ask if anyone else heard a creek or a groan. No one else ever seemed to 

hear anything other than the rain, and they would move on.

Philzeal still didn’t understand why the group were so bothered about going 

through the motions of the ghost hunt. He had assumed they were here for the 

money, but Franklin definitely had a bee up his ass about this Warrington guy. 

And what had he meant when he said that they were trying to prove the ghost 

hunter right?

Philzeal’s first scare of the evening came from the girl. 

They had finished their search of the upper rooms and were about to descend 

the staircase. The steward was spouting incessant babble about the history of the 

house. The ghost hunter was inserting comments about how certain events 

would have lead to ghosts haunting the house. Ester had remained fairly aloof 

throughout the night so far.  

“We are being watched,” she announced, interrupting the stewards current 

lecture on the history of one of the tapestries.

Everyone turned to look at her. 

“How do you know?” asked Warrington.  

“I can feel it,” she said. 

“It’s not uncommon for people in the presence of spirits to feel a sense of 

unease.”
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Warrington reached into his satchel and pulled out what looked like a small 

pocket watch. He opened it up, and Philzeal leaned in closer to see that it was a 

compass. 

“Lost your way?” Philzeal asked. 

Warrington didn’t answer, turning to glaring at the wizard for a moment 

before looking at the compass. 

“It is not uncommon for the energy field of spirits to disrupt a compass,” he 

said, looking down at it. Everyone else leaned in a little closer.

The needle was holding steady, pointing in one direction.

“Does that show that there’s nothing here?” Philzeal asked. 

“It doesn’t show anything,” Warrington said. “I have observed erratic 

behaviour of a compass at times of a spiritual disturbance. If there was one now, 

I would note it down to add to the data for this evening. By itself, it’s not used to 

prove or disprove anything.”

“Ah, I see,” Philzeal said.

Warrington snapped the compass shut and lead them down the stairs. As 

Ester walked past him, Philzeal caught the slightest of smirks from her; so 

fleeting he thought he might have imagined it.

“Philzeal,” Connor said from behind. Philzeal jumped. His gaze had been 

following Ester as she walked down the stairs.

“Yes?” Philzeal asked.

“Better,” Connor said, continuing past him and walking down the stairs. 

“What?” Philzeal asked, perplexed as to what the man was saying. 
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“That was better,” Conner said over his shoulder.  

“Quick! Everyone!” Liniment shouted from below. Everyone ran down the 

stairs to the landing. Liniment was standing with his compass held out, and they 

gathered around him. The ghost hunter cast a smug glance at Philzeal and 

nodded towards the compass.  

“I have something here,” he said.  “There is definitely activity on the 

staircase.”  

“What do you have?” Franklin asked, moving beside Liniment to look down 

at the compass. 

“The needle, for the briefest of moments, swung erratically.”

Philzeal looked over at Connor, who gave a slight shrug. 

“What does that that mean?” Philzeal asked.

“It could mean many things,” Warrington said. “Experts have theorised that 

spirits have the ability to manipulate the magnetic fields that we know are at 

work in the compass. Perhaps their very presence is enough to make the needle 

swing.”

Philzeal wanted to laugh, but he held himself in check.

“How do you know for certain that it’s a spirit that’s doing it?” Philzeal asked. 

Franklin looked over at him, but didn’t seem angry. Conner gave him the 

slightest nod. Better, Philzeal thought. 

“Nothing is for certain,” Liniment said, snapping the compass closed and 

slipping it back in to his coat pocket. “Experience tells me that it is most likely.” 

“Experience?” Philzeal asked. “You’ve seen a ghost move a compass before?”
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“I must say, I am most disappointed in your apparent lack of vision. I thought 

that you of all people would have a more open mind.”

“Me? Of all people? Why?” Philzeal couldn’t think of anything he had said or 

done to make the ghost hunter think that. 

“You’re a wizard! You command the very elemental forces of nature itself! 

Surely you must be open to the idea that there are forces beyond your 

imagination?”

“The forces I control aren’t beyond my imagination. They exist very much 

outside of my imagination.” 

“Is it really so hard for you to consider the possibilities that an afterlife exists? 

I have spent my life gathering evidence to show the existence of the 

supernatural. Still, people would rather believe that there’s a perfectly rational 

explanation for the things I’ve seen. No one wants to admit that there’s 

something out there beyond their own understanding.”

Philzeal closed his eyes. Words weren’t going to get through to this man. He 

pulled out a torch and lit it with some flint. The darkness surrounding them was 

immediately pushed back, revealing the paintings and tapestries hanging on the 

wall behind. Philzeal held one hand out to the flame. It flickered, then leapt off 

the top of the torch to surround his hand. 

Philzeal could feel the heat. He allowed his mind to slip into a state where 

he could communicate with the flames. Applying his academy training to his 

own innate ability, he started to command the fire. Watching with half open 

eyes, he stretched the flame into a long snake that shot down the stairs. Philzeal 



Kentuck / FMB / 78

could feel its energy waning now it had been removed from the fuel of the torch. 

In its final moments of life, he commanded it to spread out into a complex 

diamond lattice at the foot of the stairs. A fraction of a second later, it was gone. 

The pain came fast, starting just behind his left eye and spreading out to fill 

his whole head with throbbing ache. Fatigue came second, urging him to sit 

down. Knowing that no fully trained wizard would succumb to fatigue after such 

a simple display, he resisted the urge.

“I am a fire wizard,” he said. “I can take flame and command it. But I cannot 

produce it. I cannot make it appear from nowhere. I don’t just believe this, I 

know that it will happen, because I can demonstrate it every time, as can all the 

others of my order. 

“I have no command over water, or air, or earth. It doesn’t matter how much I 

believe I can, or want to. I just can’t command those elements. But I do know 

that every time I touch fire, I can command it.”

“How is this relevant?” Liniment asked. 

“Hand me your compass,” Franklin said.

Liniment looked at him for a moment, then reached into his coat and handed 

the compass over. Philzeal was glad Franklin had stepped in; the throbbing pain 

in his head had become so strong that he found it hard to talk. 

“The compass needle,” Franklin said, “will always point north, as I can 

demonstrate here.” Franklin turned the compass around slowly, and the needle 

remained pointing in the same direction. 

“Allegedly,” he continued, “it also has a secondary use of being able to 
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detect spirits.” He handed the compass back to Liniment. “Please demonstrate 

this secondary use now.”

Liniment took the compass. “Well as I said, it happens when there are spirits 

nearby…”

“Yes, I know.” Franklin pointed at Philzeal. “Philzeal is a fire wizard. He can 

manipulate flame, as he just demonstrated. If he were to say he was a fire wizard 

but refuse to give any sort of demonstration, then I would be doubtful of his 

claim. However, I know he is a fire wizard, as he can manipulate flame on 

demand, as shown.”

Philzeal hoped that Franklin wasn’t about to ask for a repeat performance. It 

was currently taking all his effort to stand upright and not flinch with every jolt 

of pain that shot through his head as his heart beat.

“Don’t tell us about it,” Franklin continued. “Show us. Show us how this can 

be used to detect spirits.”

Liniment stared at Franklin for a while. 

“That would require there to actually be a spirit nearby,” he said.

“But how do you calibrate it?” Franklin asked. “How do you know that it’s 

going to reliably work every time? Wouldn’t you need to hold it near a ghost and 

see it move to know for sure that it works in that way?”

Jeremy had been pretty quiet up to this point. Now, the steward stepped 

forward. 

“What’s going on here?” he asked. “Are you questioning Mr. Warrington’s 

abilities?” 
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“Not his abilities,” Franklin said. “Just his methods.”

Liniment seemed to keep his cool, raising a hand up to the steward. 

“It’s fine,” he said. “It’s normal for people to have questions. Natural, I would 

say.” He walked down two steps and turned to look up the stairs. 

“If there is anybody here,” he said, his voice echoing throughout the 

entranceway. “Anybody who wishes to communicate with us, please make your 

presence known.” Warrington’s voice boomed above the sound of the rain.  

Three loud raps echoed through the house. Philzeal jumped at every one, as 

did everyone else. Except Ester; she just stood there. 

Liniment turned to regard them with a smile on his face. 

“How’s that for calibration?” he asked. 

Philzeal was shocked. He couldn’t pinpoint where the noise was coming 

from. 

“Spirits of the house!” Liniment called out. “Speak to me now! Will you show 

yourself to us if we go lower?”

A single knock. 

“Is there something important you want to tell us?” Liniment asked.

This time there was a knock, followed by another, then another. They kept up 

a constant beat, then started to fade, receding deeper into the house. Philzeal 

looked down the stairs, towards the front door. Despite his skepticism, he felt a 

chill race down his spine as he realised that the door was closed. Adrenaline 

kicked in, overcoming his fatigue and pain. He felt the urge to run. 

“Where is that coming from?” Franklin asked the steward. 
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“Sounds like the west wing of the manor,” Jeremy replied. 

“What’s in the west wing?” 

“Lord Barton’s study, meeting rooms and private chambers.”

“We follow it!” Warrington said, and started to make his way down the stairs.  

Jeremy followed after him.

“This is too convenient for me,” Franklin said. He turned to Ester, who looked 

at him and nodded. 

Philzeal watched as the woman seemed to recede into the darkness. It was 

like she took a step back and ceased to be there. Philzeal blinked and looked 

around, but she was nowhere to be seen. 

“Stay together, and be prepared,” Franklin said, and they all followed after 

the ghost hunter.

By the time they reached the bottom of the stairs, Warrington had already 

made his way through one of the doors. They could see the faint light of 

Warrington’s torch receding down the hall; obviously the darkness was too 

complete in that section of the house. The steward was waiting for them in the 

doorway. 

The steady knocking noise was louder, clearly coming from wherever this 

hallway lead to.

“This leads to the west wing?” Franklin asked. 

“Yes. At the end of this hall is the stairs down to the wing’s basement, which 

lord Barton recently had converted into a private lounge and study.”

Franklin nodded and lead the way down the hall. 
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Halfway down the hall, they heard the piercing note of a whistle coming 

from ahead. Franklin broke into a run and Philzeal found himself following 

along as fast as he could. Franklin headed straight down the stairs at the end of 

the hall, and Philzeal could hear the whistle blast coming from below. He also 

noticed that he could no longer here the knocking noise that had lead them here 

in the first place. 

The basement had indeed been set up as a small lounge room and study, 

with a chair and a writing desk at one end and a small lounge suite in the other, 

near the stairs.

There was also a few bookshelves scattered around, all of them full of books. 

Why Barton would need another lounge in addition to the main one upstairs 

was beyond Philzeal.  

He would ever get the chance to ask. The body of the Lord Barton lay on the 

ground near the lounge, face down, a pool of blood spreading from underneath 

him. 

“Oh gods!” Jeremy said when he saw it. Liniment was still standing there, 

blasting on his whistle, staring at the body. 

Franklin moved up behind him and put a hand on his shoulder. The ghost 

hunter was clearly startled, and spun around, sword in hand. Franklin grabbed 

his wrist, stoping Warrington from swinging the blade. Philzeal could see fear in 

Warrington’s eyes. 

Jeremy rushed forwards, letting out a wail as he dropped to his knees next to 

Barton. Connor stepped forward and knelt down next to the man, putting a hand 
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on his shoulder. The steward started to cry. 

Franklin released Warrington’s wrist and stepped over to the body. He 

crouched down and rolled Barton onto his side, inspecting the front of the 

corpse. 

“These wounds look like they were made with a very real blade,” he said. 

“And fairly recently, too.”

The steward let out another wail. To his credit, Warrington was staying quiet 

on the matter.  

Philzeal saw a flicker of motion out of the corner of his eye, and Ester 

materialised out of the darkness of the room, near one of the book cases. 

“There’s nothing,” she said to Franklin. “At least, nothing that I can see.”

From behind Ester’s shoulder, another form was materialising out of the 

shadows cast by Warrington’s torch. This was one of a person, much taller than 

Ester, maybe six and a half feet. It moved out of the shadows just as Ester had 

done, and stood there regarding them. 

It took Philzeal's brain all of five seconds admit to what he was seeing. The 

almond eyes, slightly upturned. The high cheekbones and pointed ears, and the 

intricate metal armour. 

Elf! Flee!

Ester couldn’t see what they were looking at. From the gasps of shock that he 

heard from the others, Philzeal figured that the others had seen the elf too. 

“What?” Ester asked, turning to look to her side. 

The elf moved. A blur, and Ester was flying across the room.  
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Philzeal wanted to run. He could tell that the others were running. He 

wanted to make it to the door just behind him and up the stairs before this 

legendary death machine got anywhere near him. He saw Franklin turn and run 

towards Philzeal and the door. He saw the blur of the elf move to where 

Liniment and the steward were crouching. 

Warrington seemed to have no problem moving. Screaming in terror, he was 

up and bolting towards the door, two steps behind Franklin, Connor close 

behind. 

Philzeal stood perplexed, noticing that the elf was now holding two long 

blades, one in either hand. Ester had picked herself up and was following 

Connor.  

Behind her, the steward was still crouching near Barton’s body, holding his 

arms tightly over his tucked-in head. He let out a muffled scream as the elf bent 

down and flourished the blades. There was a spray of red mist and the steward 

fell silent. 

“Move!” Franklin screamed at Philzeal as he and Connor ran past, slapping 

the wizard on the shoulder. 

It was enough to break the spell. As Philzeal turned towards the stairs, 

Warrington went running past, still screaming at the top of his voice. Ester 

reached Philzeal next, turning him and propelling him out the door instead of 

running past.

Philzeal was out of breath before he had even started running. He knew Ester 

would be incredibly fit, and yet she ran beside him, one hand on his back, 
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pushing him forwards. They were at the back of the group running down the 

hall. Ahead, Warrington had overtaken Franklin and Connor. He was already 

was near the door at the far end, still screaming in a low pitched wail. Philzeal 

was expecting to feel swords slash across his back at any moment. He wanted 

desperately to turn around to see if the elf was right behind them, but he didn’t 

dare. 

They made it to the entrance hall, the huge front door looming in front of 

them. Warrington was already there and was banging his fists against it, letting 

out a wail of fear. He tried to open the door by pushing it outwards. Philzeal was 

sure that the precious seconds they would need to open it would not be enough, 

and the hysterical ghost hunter was only making things harder. 

Franklin seemed to have had the same idea. He reached the front door and, 

without so much as a second of hesitation, spun the witch hunter by the 

shoulder and floored him with a punch to the face. He tried to turn the handle 

to open the door, but it just rattled in its place. 

“It’s locked,” Franklin said, turning to the others. 

Ester darted over to him, kneeling down and pulling out two thin metal rods, 

inserting them into the keyhole. Franklin moved over to place himself between 

the hall they had just emerged from and the group, drawing his sword. Philzeal 

noticed that Connor had put his notebook away and was watching the doorway 

they had just emerged from. 

Philzeal couldn’t decide weather to pay attention to the hallway or Ester. He 

turned his head back and forth every few seconds, waiting for what seemed like 
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an eternity for the woman to pick the lock. 

“Got it!” she said, the door opening with a click.

Warrington was up in a flash, having feigned unconsciousness. He pushed 

past Ester, who was still crouching at the door, and slipped outside. 

“Let’s go!” Franklin yelled, herding them out the door.  

Warrington hadn’t bothered with his horse. The man was nowhere to be 

seen, having ran off wailing into the night. Philzeal smirked at that, despite the 

fear gnawing at his stomach. 

They had mounted their horses and were thundering down the road before 

Philzeal’s mind stopped and took stock of their situation. Could an elf outrun a 

horse? Most of what people thought they knew about Elves was more 

superstition than fact. He thought back to the creature’s face, and the way it 

moved. Not to mention the fear he had felt. Everyone’s instinct had been to flee 

the elf. Legend said that the gods themselves fashioned the elves, and that they 

were superior to humans in every way. Philzeal shivered, suddenly afraid. The 

thought occurred to him that perhaps the elf was stalking them through the tress 

on either side of the road, or maybe even running behind them, slowly gaining 

on the horses. 

He looked behind, seeing only empty road. He didn’t find it comforting. 
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Triumphant Return

 

ONCE THEY HAD PASSED THE safety of the town boundaries the group slowed, 

feeling safer. Not that it really mattered that much. The town had no walls, just a 

few watchtowers scattered around the perimeter. The guards inside were more 

symbolic than anything else; a throw back from the days when orcs would often 

raid the towns and villages. These days, orcs preferred to stay in their 

underground caves and keep to themselves.

Philzeal knew a human guard would last around one second against an elf, if 

that. However, being around people was enough to soothe his fear. 

Franklin and Ester were having a conversation up ahead, and he could tell 

from their voices it was an argument. 

Philzeal dismounted and led his horse over to where they were hitching 

theirs, outside the Duck and Anchor. 

“I don’t want to hear any more,” Franklin was saying. “Not until we’re 

inside.”

“What if it’s on its way here right now?” Ester said. “People have the right to 

know!”

“We’ll talk about it, inside,” Franklin said, walking to the inn door. 
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The Duck and Anchor was quieter than it was when they had left, even 

quieter than Philzeal knew it to be at this time of night. Now that the excitement 

of the psychic was over, people had gone back to their homes. It was warm 

inside, and Philzeal felt secure around familiar surroundings again. 

Franklin walked up to the bar, getting Barliman’s attention with a nod.

“We’ll take the same room as last night. The big suite.” Franklin said. 

“Sure thing,” the inn-keeper said. “That will be two gold...”

“It was one last night!” Franklin seemed incredulous.

“Sorry, you interrupted me,” Barliman continued. “Two gold each, so that 

would make it eight gold.”

Franklin just looked at him. 

“Sorry. Inflation, you see. Not to mention that tourist season just started, and 

so the rates go up.”

“Tourist season just started? Just now?”

“Yeah! I know you wouldn’t you think it, given the lack of people in the inn 

right now. I guess I’ll have to plan some sort of entertainment to get people in 

and spending money. If I do that, though, I better hope some jackass doesn’t 

interrupt the entertainment and cause everyone to leave early. That would cause 

me a massive loss in sales, and then I’d have to put the prices of the rooms up 

again.”

Franklin stared at the man for a second, and then handed over the gold. 

Barliman nodded and handed him a key.  

Philzeal realised he was on uncertain ground, now. It was obvious that 
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neither the steward nor the Lord would be paying the group their promised fee. 

Franklin and Ester headed towards the stairs, and Philzeal wasn’t sure if he 

should follow. 

Connor nudged him in the back, seeming to picking up on his uncertainty. 

Philzeal turned around to see him incline his head in the direction of the stairs.

As he followed the other two, he glanced around at the empty tables and 

warm fires. He wondered if his hesitation wasn’t fuelled in part by his desire to 

sit and drink. 

The suite had a large common room with a table and chairs near the door.  A 

few bigger, comfortable looking leather chairs sat around a fireplace in the wall.  

There were four doors off the common area, each one leading to a separate 

bedroom. Philzeal had never stayed in a place like this in his life.  

“It’s because he saw the gold,” Ester said as they entered. “We shouldn’t have 

been so open about how much we’re carrying.”

“He knows Tatiana ripped us off,” Franklin said. “We probably lost more 

tonight than he did.”

Philzeal hesitated again as the other three took a seat at the table. 

“You just cost us two gold for you to be here,” Franklin said. “May as well 

come and contribute something.”

Philzeal joined them, not sure if he felt worse or better after that comment. 

Connor had his notebook out, and was flicking back through the pages. 

“How much of it did you get?” Franklin asked him.

“Enough,” Connor said. “Though there were a few stages where I was a little 
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too busy to write anything down.”

“So we need to decide what to do.” Franklin looked around the table at 

them. 

“Excuse me,” Philzeal said. “What do you mean? What do we need to decide 

on, here?”

“We saw Lord Barton had been killed,” Ester said, “and that elf killed the 

steward before our eyes. We need to tell the magistrate here what we saw.”

“Then why are we having this discussion?” Philzeal asked. “Like you said 

before, the sooner people know …”

“The sooner people know what?” Franklin asked. “There might be an elf on 

the way to kill them all? You think mass hysteria is a good way to go?”

“But these people’s lives could be in danger,” Ester said. 

“Really?” Franklin asked. “Is that so?”

Ester opened her mouth to say something, but then seemed to think better of 

it and close it again. Franklin was still looking at her.  

“I never said the people weren’t in danger,” he said. “I only question the 

difference it would make telling them about it.”

“It doesn’t have to make a difference,” Ester said. “They have a right to 

know.”

“Wait a second,” Philzeal said. “What is it you think is going to happen here? 

You think the elf is on it’s way here now to murder the whole town?”

Ester and Franklin looked from Philzeal to each other. Ester just shrugged, 

and Franklin turned back to the wizard. 
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“I don’t know, ask her,” he said. “She’s the one that wants to raise the alarm.”

“You’re both forgetting something,” Connor said. “The steward is dead. We 

found Lord Barton dead. What if the elf doesn’t show up? What if it’s not there 

when people go back to find out? All they’ll find is the bodies of the Lord and 

the steward. And we’ll have a story about how an elf did it? Do you think that 

they’re going to listen to us?”

To Philzeal it was obvious. They had nothing to show that they weren’t the 

ones who killed the lord and his steward. Especially now Warrington had run off 

screaming into the woods.

Out of nowhere, three loud knocks came from the door.  

All four of them jumped in their seats and turned to look at the door. 

“Are we expecting anyone?” Philzeal asked.

Franklin glanced at him and then back to the door. 

“No, ” Franklin said, standing and walking towards the door. He glanced 

back at Ester, who quickly moved around the room extinguishing candles. 

Philzeal reached out and grabbed one off the table, holding it near as a ready 

source of flame for his magic. Not that he had any idea what he would do; he 

had never learned how to throw fire at anyone with any force. He could maybe 

create a jet of flame that would hopefully scare them. But stopping the spell 

would be a problem, and burning the tavern down would be a bit extreme, even 

for an elf. Then again, Philzeal thought, maybe that was exactly what they would 

need to do. 

Connor moved to the back of the room, behind Philzeal. He was writing in 
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his notebook,  the man’s compulsion to record everything amazing Philzeal.

Heart racing, Philzeal could barely hold the candle in his hand without 

shaking wax everywhere.  

Ester, having extinguished most of the candles, had slid into the shadows, 

disappearing.  

Franklin stood in front of the door. 

“Yes?” he asked it loud enough for anyone on the other side to hear.  

There was no response. Franklin stepped forward and opened the door, hand 

on the handle of the sword sheathed at his side. The latch made a loud click as 

he opened it, causing Philzeal to jump and almost release the flame into 

Franklin’s back. He felt a cold gust of air wash over the room as the door swung 

open, and the breeze made the candle by his hand flicker and die.  

No-one was waiting outside. Franklin ducked his head out the door for a 

quick look into the corridor, then stepped out. Philzeal wasn’t sure if it was a 

good thing that no-one was there. He wanted to put the now redundant candle 

back onto the table, but didn’t trust his shaking hand to not rattle it against the 

table’s surface as he lowered it.  

Franklin backed into the room, still looking out into the corridor. He closed 

the door and turned to look over at Philzeal, who let out a breath he didn’t 

realise he’d been holding.

Franklin wasn’t looking at Philzeal though. His gaze had stopped on 

something that was behind the wizard. Tensing, he raised his sword. 

Philzeal spun around. Connor was still standing at the back of the room. 
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Behind him stood the elf, it’s tall body pressed against his, holding a very thin, 

very sharp looking blade to Connor’s throat. Behind them both was the open 

window that would have served as it’s entrance and the source of the breeze. 

The elf was looking from Franklin to Philzeal. With it’s free hand, it reached 

into a pouch at its hip and pulled what looked like a rock, flinging it into the 

shadows. There was a dull thunk and a short cry of pain. Ester stumbled into the 

middle of the room, holding her forehead. 

“Now that I have everyone’s attention,” the elf said. Its voice was soft and 

light. Could it be a female? Philzeal didn’t even know if there were female elves. 

The elf thrust Connor forward, and then just stood there. Sheathing its blade 

at its belt. 

Philzeal tried to take it all in. The tall, thin frame, almond eyes that slanted 

upwards, and the pointy ears. He looked over the intricate bands of tight leather 

armour. Franklin felt he was right in his assumption that this was a female, unless 

the males of the species had breasts. 

“What now?” Franklin asked from behind Philzeal. With Connor and Ester 

standing off to Philzeal’s right, the wizard realised that he was the closest to the 

elf. 

“That depends on you,” the elf said. 

Franklin seemed to hesitate for a moment. “You think you can take all four of 

us?” he asked.  

The elf moved. Philzeal just saw it suddenly shift, coming right towards him 

in a blur. Instinctively the wizard jerked the candlestick upwards in defence. He 
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felt a sharp force to the right side of his face, and he saw stars. The slap had 

begun his head spinning, and he had to turn his body to keep up. 

He saw Franklin by the door, his sword outstretched. The elf was already in 

front of him, and his blade was flying from his grip. The blur threw against the 

closed door and he slid to the ground.

Philzeal’s head and body continued to turn. The elf-blur was at Ester next, 

who was suddenly was falling backwards to land on her ass. Before she hit the 

ground, the elf was in front of Connor, who was also flying backwards towards 

the wall as if thrown. The blur of the elf seemed to pause there for a fraction of a 

second, and then throw something at Connor.   

Philzeal’s spin came to a halt, his head facing the same way it had been 

before he was slapped. The elf was back to its original place, as if she had never 

moved. She had knocked them all down in the time it took his head to spin all 

the war around.

Philzeal stumbled a few steps back, dizzy, trying to look at Franklin. He had 

got back to his feet, not bothering to retrieve his sword from the floor.  

Conner stood up, causing his notebook and pencil to slide off his chest and 

onto the floor. That’s what the elf had thrown at him, Philzeal thought. Connor 

stooped to pick the notebook up, and held it up for the others to see. It revealed 

a little sketch of a smiling face, with pointy ears and a tongue poking out. 

“Okay,” Franklin said. “So what now?”

“I’m not here to fight,” the elf said. “My name is Fayren, and I’m here to talk.”
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