Kismet and Tell:

 An Adventure in Sorcery

Chapter One: Foreword to Fortune

A blue light flashing in my face woke me. I stared at the blinking globe on the bedside table for a minute, still half asleep. It took my fuzzy mind a minute to remember what the light meant, and when I did, I covered my eyes with my hand and groaned. They always pick the worst time to summon me, I thought in irritation. Don’t they know a young  sorceress like me needs her beauty sleep? I sat up and pulled the heavy brown curtain aside from my window a little and looked out at a black sky dotted with stars, and a bright full moon high in the sky. Yep, still dark. I turned back to the bedside table and checked the clock sitting next to the blue bauble. It showed the time as midnight. 
Heaving a sigh, I placed my hand over the globe, turning the light off, and reluctantly got up from my bed. Then I opened the curtain all the way and used the moonlight pouring in to get dressed by. I slipped out of my sleeping gown and put on my usual outfit of dark pants, white linen shirt, leather tunic, gloves, boots, and gold circlet with an emerald in the middle.  As a precautionary measure, I strapped my short sword to my waist. Then I ran a brush through my knee-long, deep blue hair, not bothering to braid it as usual because I was in a hurry.  I checked my appearance in the mirror quickly,  frowned slightly at the bags under my big, round sapphire blue eyes, and again cursed the midnight summons. 

Before I left, I considered how I wanted to get there. I could run down the many dark streets of the port city to reach my destination, but though I liked the idea of the exercise I’d get, I didn’t quite feel up to confronting the lowlifes lurking out there. I was  too tired to enjoy such battles at the moment, thanks to the late night summons. Besides, I knew quite well the impatience of the men who had summoned me, so I decided to Teleport instead. Teleportation is an easy spell to cast, but it uses a lot of magic power and so it’s very draining on me. Because of that, I only use it when I think it’s definitely necessary. Also, since the spell requires me to visualize my destination, I can only Teleport to a place I have actually been before. Normally, I prefer to walk wherever I go because I love the exercise. So, having made my decision on mode of travel, I mentally pictured then the runes for the spell followed by a mental picture of my destination, then quietly chanted an incantation and activated the spell by saying, “Teleport”. A bright white light surrounded me and the floor vanished from beneath my feet.

A moment later I stood in a quite ordinary, run of the mill room of a castle. Torches lit the spacious room, revealing the colorful tapestries that ineffectively covered the moss and mildew that had taken up residence on the gray stone walls. A chilly draft hit my back and I shivered slightly. I knew I should have put my cloak on, too, I thought with a slight grimace. Lord Etain, the most powerful lord of the city of Westover and therefore head of the Council, sat at a large rectangular table of polished oak in the middle of what the Lords insisted on calling the “grand meeting chamber”. Also at the table sat the ten remaining lesser lords of the city. They all wore “casual attire”, given the lateness of the night. That is, they had on simple silken shirts, leotards, and doublets with their respective crests embroidered on them. When I materialized in the chamber, I found the men in earnest discussion of some topic. I crossed my arms over my chest and cleared my throat to get their attention. They all stopped talking and turned to look at me.

“Ah, Miss Marissa,” Lord Etain said by way of greeting. “There you are. So nice of you to join us.” He motioned for me to have a seat at the table. Grey tinted his receding shoulder-length brown hair, and it looked as if he was getting a bit plump in his old age, judging from the way his stomach made his belt look like it wanted to come undone at any second. Etain must be one of those people who age badly, I thought. I do so hope I age better.

I sat down in the chair at the end of the table opposite Etain, then propped my elbows up on the table, rested my chin in my hands, and looked him straight in the eyes. His green eyes still held the fire of youth despite his age.

 “It’s not like I have a choice,” I told him frankly. “The deal was that I would help the lords of the city of Westover whenever they needed me to, and in return you would pay all of my bills in the city for as long as I reside here.”

“Yes, that was the deal. However, I didn’t know the bills would be so enormous. Especially the food bills.”

My face grew a little warm and I laughed sheepishly. “Yes, well, a girl’s got to eat, doesn’t she?” I said in weak defense. 

“But enough to feed a small army? I know I'm exaggerating, but that’s about what the bills amount to.  I’m surprised you’ve managed to keep such an attractive figure.”

I glared daggers at him and let loose a low growl from my throat. He was getting a bit personal. 

The lesser lords all gasped and Etain cringed back in his chair, afraid that I might lose my temper and do something he'd regret. “S-sorry, Miss Marissa,” he stammered. “I meant no offense.”

I sighed and calmed down. I really didn’t want to do something to alienate myself from my meal ticket with my temper. “Apology accepted, Lord Etain,” I said. “I know I tend to eat a bit more than some other people. But using magic uses up a lot of energy, and I need to eat to replenish it. As for how I keep my perfectly proportioned figure…. Well, a sorceress-for-hire like myself manages to get plenty of exercise on her travels, between disposing of monsters, bandits, and other villains, finding lost treasures, and hiring her services out for the cause of justice.” 

Etain nodded in understanding, probably not wanting to press the issue.  I decided to let the subject go and get down to business. I crossed my arms over my chest. “So, what can Marissa Cobalt do for the fine lords of Westover this time?” I asked.

Lord Etain leaned over and looked at me imploringly. “My nephew, Branden, has disappeared. I want you to find him.”

“Huh?” My arms fell to the table and I looked at him in confusion.  “I can understand your personal concern,” I told Etain, “ but why does his disappearance concern the other lords of the city? They probably aren’t all that worried about his well-being. Since you have no son, your nephew stands to inherit your seat on the Council after you are gone, and his disappearance would provide the other lords with an opening for them to fill with whomever they’d like.” Not to mention that the egotistical bastard’s a royal pain in the neck and probably wouldn’t be that missed, anyway, I added silently. I know I won’t miss him. “There must be something else about his disappearance to warrant all the lords to ask for my help in finding him,” I finished aloud. After living in Westover and performing various odd jobs for the lords for the past couple of years, I’d managed to gain a decent understanding of the politics of the port city.

One of the lords sitting to my left laughed. I recognized the fat, bald man with the long, droopy mustache as Lord Abarond. “How very astute of you, Miss Marissa,” he said. “Branden was in search of the lost treasure of Archadia for us. He has not been heard from in almost a month.”


 “That’s all well and good,” I said, still confused, “but what is your concern? Granted, the lost Archadian treasure would be a great find…”

Lord Etain answered my question. “One of the pieces of the treasure is of great importance to Westover. It is a relic of the bygone days of the city. That’s all we can tell you for now.” 

I fought the urge to jump up out of my chair, slam my hands flat on the tabletop, and shriek, “That’s all you can tell me!? How do you expect me to do anything with such little information!?” I'm known to be a bit quick-tempered and somewhat prone to acting without thinking at times. I’ve been trying to work on that, though, so I didn't do any of the screaming and all that I wanted to.  

Something on my face must have shown what I was feeling, though, because the lords shrank back in their chairs with expressions of wide-eyed horror on their faces. Half of them managed to stutter apologies, and the other half crawled under the table to hide lest I did do something violent.

 It really upset me that they would tell me so little about what they were looking for, after all I had done for them in the past. Plus, I had a bad feeling about the whole thing, too, but couldn't put my finger on the reason. Slowly, I calmed myself down,  deciding that I could live with the small amount of information they were willing to give me - and also deciding to find Branden and get that treasure all for myself. So, I’d eventually find out what they were after in any case. 

Having composed myself, I got back to business. I looked Etain straight in the eyes and told him, “Alright, I’ll find Branden. Tell me where he was last seen or heard from and where he was going to head for next.”

“He was last in Apo, heading for the Camra area.” Lord Etain and the others sitting at the table looked relieved at my acceptance of the quest.  The ones hiding under the table crawled back up at my agreement and lack of violent action. There was another emotion behind the looks of relief, though - one I couldn't quite identify, but which reinforced the feeling I had that they were up to something, and that that something wasn’t good.

I gave them a quick nod to show that I had the information, then stood up, bowed to the lords, and Teleported back to my little rented loft above a magic shop to get what sleep I could before morning, when I would set out on my journey.

*


*


*

That morning, I packed into two small bags whatever I thought I might need to start my journey – a few magic items, but mostly food rations of dried meat and biscuits. I put the bag of rations on my belt and the other bag in a magic pocket inside my brown cloak. I’d designed the pocket myself so that whatever I put in it gets placed in a pocket dimension.  To retrieve something from it I only have to think of the item and put my hand in the pocket. There is also a list in the pocket of all the items I put in or take out. The list is a recent addition, and updates itself each time something is added or removed. After placing the bag in the pocket, I took out the list and looked it over to refresh my memory of what was in the pocket dimension, then returned it.

When I was finally ready, I left the port city of Westover, making my way out the crowded southern gate of the city. Naturally, as a result of my reputation, whenever someone saw me coming their way, they got out of my way, so I had an easy time with the crowd.

 I walked along a dirt road, heading south across the plains towards the city of Apo.  Before I had gone too far, though, I stopped and cast a small little spell on the road, just to be on the safe side. I didn’t want anyone with dangerous intentions to follow me. After I cast the spell, a slight haze formed over the road behind me for a few moments, then was gone. With a nod of satisfaction, I covered my distinctive blue hair with the hood of my cloak and continued on my way.

My boots, made from the hide of a black dragon, scuffed in the dry dirt of the road as I walked, and my cloak fluttered now and then in the light breeze. I thought back to the events of the night before while I journeyed. I couldn’t escape the feeling that the lords were up to something evil and that poor Branden was just a pawn in whatever game the lords were up to. But for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what they were up to. They want that piece of the Archadian treasure badly, but why? What’s so special about it? And what’s happened to Branden?

I thought about it and thought about it, puzzled over and pondered those questions all day without making any headway on them, only reaching the conclusion that I needed to do some research on the Archadian treasure. The stories I had heard about it as a child - that it was a veritable treasure trove of gold and artifacts, lost with the mysterious disappearance of the wondrous city of Archadia a thousand years earlier - weren’t helping me figure the puzzle out. 

At the onset of twilight I decided to stop for the night. I followed the road as it curved into the trees of the surrounding forest and set up a small camp a little ways off the road. It wasn’t much, just a little campfire under an oak, but it would suffice to keep me warm during the chilly autumn night and keep any unfriendly creatures away. I opened my bag of rations for my dinner, and my eyes widened in horror. Oh, no! It’s empty!  I was really hungry, too. I could have kicked myself for doing it again. I had packed just enough food to last a couple of days until I reached the nearest town on the way to Apo. But as is my habit when I get deep in thought, I munch, and I had been so lost in thought all day that I had unwittingly munched all of my rations. Now what am I supposed to do? There was no stream nearby or I could have caught some fish, and trampling through the forest in the dark to hunt was definitely out of the question. I guess I'll just have to wait until morning to find some food. So, with my stomach rumbling in protest, I curled up beside the campfire to sleep fitfully.

* 
 
            * 
  
          *

The bright golden sunrise of morning came fast, almost too fast. Before I knew it, I found myself trudging along the road in an almost zombie-like state, listening to the chirping of the birds and wanting very much to roast them over an open fire but knowing I had no way to reach them. Unless I wanted to blast them to bits with my magic, that is, which wouldn’t solve my food problem. My stomach rumbled quite often as I walked, and though it seemed awfully loud to my ears, it scared none of the local wildlife. 

When no suitable food had been found after a couple of hours, I pretty much resigned myself to having to wait until I reached the next town before I would be able to get something to eat. Stopping long enough to count my money, I took my money purse out of the magic pocket. It felt too light. Dreading what I might find, I looked in the purse. Not liking what I saw, I turned the purse over and shook it. Just some lint fell to the ground. “Argh!” I screamed in mortification and plopped down on the ground. “No money!” 

I couldn’t even buy food when I reached town, now. I had forgotten that I’d charged all my supplies to the lords of Westover, so I had no hard currency. What was I going to do?

As I sat there, trying to figure something out, I felt a slight twinge of queasiness, which is my body's way of warning me that it senses danger. I've always been rather sensitive to the forces of magic, also, and can usually sense it at work – as long as I'm not distracted – and when I do, I feel the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. Anyway, a second after my warning twinge, I heard a twig snap. I looked up quickly and saw a small ragtag group of bandits moving among the trees and surrounding me in a circle. I counted eight of them. They all wore dingy clothes, but only some of them had ratty shirts on their backs. The bandits stayed just at the edge of the forest, close enough to intimidate me before attacking. Some held swords in their hands, and others clubs. A few of the bandits even made catcalls at me. With the hood of my cloak up, hiding my blue hair from them, they didn't realize who I was.

Their sudden appearance startled but didn’t scare me. I had fought enough bandits in my journeys to know one thing about them: they were all bravado and had absolutely no skill. I smiled. Ah, now this is just what I needed! There's nothing like a good bandit thrashing to lift my spirits and solve my money problem. I felt safe enough to get a bit cocky before I made them sorry they even attempted to rob me.

I stood up and put my hands on my hips. “Where have you guys been? I was just about to give up and go looking for you myself. Hey, you didn’t happen to bring breakfast with you, did you? You know it’s good manners to bring a gift, like a dish of food, when you pay someone a visit.”       

My attitude had the desired affect. They took a step back and stared at me. “Huh?” they grunted questioningly.

The bandit leader - a guy with a patch over his left eye, a scar on his right cheek, and a wicked-looking cutlass held before him in attack position - stepped a little closer to me. My act apparently hadn’t affected him. “Sorry to have kept you waiting,” he said. “You didn’t exactly make it easy to find you. And no, we don’t have breakfast.” 

Oh, well. I hadn’t really expected them to have food. That would have been asking too much. But I smirked at the other thing he’d said. It pleased me to see that the spell I had cast after leaving Westover – a spell to cover my tracks for the day - had worked. 

The bandit chief grinned fiendishly. “Now, girl, we can do what we came to do.”

“And just what did you come here to do?” I asked coyly. “Escort me to Apo? Why, that’s so sweet of you…”

“Ha! Of course not! We’re here to kill you.”

That sobered me up quick. “Kill me? I thought you were here to rob me. Why would you want to kill me?” A thought suddenly struck me and I stared hard at the bandit chief. “Since I haven’t done anything to you all - yet - it can’t be a personal vendetta. So, who sent you?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” The bandit leader smirked and raised his sword near his head in preparation for a charge. 

“Why, yes, I would like to know. That’s why I asked. So, are you going to tell me? ”

“Not on your life. Now, prepare to die!”

“Ha! Not on your life!” 

I had only a moment to think as the leader and his band of cutthroats charged at me. There were too many to attack with my short sword. Magic would have to do.

I closed my eyes and willed the magic of my circlet to amplify my power. Then I pictured the runes for the spell, and made a few minor modifications to it. 


Opening my eyes, I saw the green glow from the emerald on my circlet. I held a  gloved hand out before me and quickly said the incantation. “Infinite Earth, mother of all, grant me the purifying power of fire. Burning fire of justice, gather in my hand.” A swirling ball of flame appeared in the palm of my hand. When this new Fireball exploded, its flames would go along the circle of bandits, and since it was being amplified, they didn’t stand a chance of living. I grasped the Fireball in my right hand, not being harmed by it because I was the caster of the spell.

I raised my arm to throw the Fireball. “Fire…” I started to call out, but before I could finish the activation of the spell, a man’s voice suddenly called from out of nowhere, “Hold it!”

The bandits stopped in mid-attack a scant couple of yards from me. They turned to stare at the person who dared to interfere in their business. The interruption startled me, too,a nd the Fireball fizzled out in my hand as something else claimed my attention.

About ten yards down the road, in the direction I had been heading, a tall, slim young man about my age of seventeen years walked out of the forest. With my sharp eyesight, I could see that he wore only a shirt of chain mail for armor over a long-sleeved white shirt, and he had long, flame-red hair pulled back in a ponytail. I also saw the gold hilt of a sword sticking up over his right shoulder and the leather strap of the sword's sheath crossing his torso. Hm, he appears to be a light-fighter, and that means he’s probably fast and dexterous.  I started to yell a scathing reproach at him for being so rude as to interrupt my fun, but as I usually don't have people coming to my aid, I decided to see how things played out instead.

“What do you want?” the bandit leader demanded of the stranger in a tone dripping with ire. “If it’s a fight you want, you’ll have to wait your turn. We have business with this lady first.”

The interloper strode towards us. “I’m afraid I’m not the patient type,” he said. “And I can’t allow you to harm that lady.” 

He stopped and drew his sword. Holding the sword before him, the blade raised to strike, he stood his ground, not moving, and waited for the bandits to come to him.

The bandit chief growled. “Have it your way, Red.”  He charged at the swordsman, his band of lackeys following him.

The swordsman was very skilled, much more so than I had expected, and I admit I was impressed.  When the bandits were within range, the stranger swung his sword once, hard, from left to right, nearly cleaving the bandit leader and two others near him in half. A bandit on the stranger’s right attempted to get a sword strike in under his defenses, but the stranger nimbly dodged to the side, at the same time punching the bandit in the face with the pommel of his sword. He was just as quick and agile as I had expected him to be. The bandit fell to the ground, unconscious, and  his sword flew from his hand. As the stranger turned to face the remaining bandits, they turned tail and ran back into the forest, screaming in mortal fear.

The stranger turned to run after them, but  I called out to him to wait. To my surprise, he did.

“Let them go,” I told him. “They’re not worth it.” 

He sheathed his sword and turned to face me.

 “Let them tell whoever sent them that I’m not that easy of a target to get rid of,” I added by way of explanation. He nodded in agreement. 

I walked over to the unconscious bandit.  He was one of the few bandits who wore a shirt.  I knelt, grabbed him by his shirt collar, and roughly slapped him awake. The stranger came over and watched from behind me.

“Tell me, bandit,” I said with a growl. “Who sent you?” 

The bandit shook his head. “I, uh, I don’t know…”

Anger rose in me and I put venom in my voice. “Tell me, or I’ll let this man here,” I motioned with my free hand to the swordsman behind me, “finish what he started.” Then I lowered the hood of my cloak, revealing my blue hair.

The bandit, really scared now, shook in fear and the color drained from his face. “Marissa Cobalt?! It was you?! Alright, I’ll tell you. All I know is that it was some nobleman from Westover. He paid us to kill a lone young woman traveling to Apo along this road. He didn't tell us it would be you.”

My eyebrows raised in surprise at the news. “What?!” I narrowed my eye and put a growl back in my voice. “Are you sure that’s all you know?”

He nodded his head vigorously. “I swear. Can I go now, please?”

I sighed. “Sure.” I dropped him rudely to the ground. 

The bandit scrambled up and ran off into the forest after his friends.

I stood and turned to the stranger. I had to look up to see his face since he stood about six inches taller than my average height of five-feet, five-inches. He wasn't a bad-looking guy with his clean-shaven face and bright, emerald green eyes – almost like what you would expect of the stereotypical hero in a bard’s tale. I held my hand out to him. “Thank you for helping me,” I said. 

“It was my pleasure,” he said, taking my proffered hand in a firm handshake. Then he smiled at me, a dazzling smile that actually reached his eyes. “My name is Fiore Ferio. I’m a traveling mercenary.”

I smiled back at him, my first genuine smile in a long time. “I’m Marissa Cobalt. My friends call me Riss.” At least, they would if I had any. I have a tendency to make enemies easier than friends. Over the past few of years I’d earned a reputation that tended to make people wary of me, except in business deals where money and necessity seemed to overcome all obstacles. This guy, though, doesn’t seem to have heard of me. Otherwise, he wouldn’t still be here. And he definitely wouldn’t be so nice to me.

As I wondered why he was still hanging around, I realized I was staring at him and quickly composed myself. “Well, I, uh, have some business to get back to. I’d better get going. Thanks again.” I turned and started to walk off down the road. 

A strong hand grasped my arm before I'd gone more than a couple of steps. I stopped dead in my tracks, but for some reason, I didn’t reach back around and knock him across the road like I normally would if someone grabbed me out of the blue like that. 

 “Hold on, Riss,” Fiore said.

My breath caught in my throat. He actually called me “Riss”, I thought in disbelief.  I turned back around to face him.


“I saved your life,” he said. “I now have an obligation to you. I’m going with you wherever you go until it’s fulfilled.”

My eyes widened in surprise. What?! He's going to tag along with me now?! “Oh, you don’t have to, Fiore. Really. I wasn’t in that much danger, anyway. I could have handled it.”

“I know that. After all, you're the infamous sorceress-for-hire, Marissa Cobalt. But regardless, I’m going with you. Who knows, you might need my help. If what that bandit said is true, you seem to be involved in something dangerous and I 'd like to help.”

I thought about that for a moment and realized he had a point. “Well, if you insist,” I said. The guy certainly seemed nice enough, and I’m a fairy good judge of character. Plus, it wouldn't hurt to have a talented swordsman like him around. Besides, it seemed useless to argue with him about it. “Let’s go.”

We set off down the road,  traveling southward in companionable silence. As we walked, I pondered over the recent events, trying to figure out why a lord of Westover would send a group of assassins after me, but to no avail. The only thing I was certain of was that my simple job to find a missing person and a lost treasure had just gotten complicated, and I had an unpleasant feeling that it was only going to get more complicated. There was also a vague sense that my life was about to change, but whether in a good way or bad way - and why I even thought that in the first place - I wasn't certain. 

Then a stray thought interrupted my ruminations and prompted me to break our silence. “Uh, Fiore,” I ventured to say, bringing our walk to a halt. “I don’t want to seem impudent or anything but…do you have any money?”  I’d just realized that I had forgotten to take any money from the bandits.

He stared at me for a moment, uncomprehending, no doubt wondering why I would ask such a thing. When my stomach rumbled, his eyes lit up with understanding and he laughed. 

Chapter Two: Eat, Drink, And Be Merry, For Tomorrow We Fry

Fiore and I traveled the rest of the day without incident and made it to town a little before nightfall. We walked along the main road, looking for an inn to stay at for the night. Even though it was getting late, some men and women were still out and about, attempting to finish whatever business they needed to before the end of the day. Some boys and girls still played outside, too.

The town was a little place nestled in a clearing among the forest. Shops of different sorts sat along the main road. The carved wooden signs hung above their doors swayed and creaked in the light breeze of the coming evening. Some of the stores had already closed for the night and others were in the process. Little wooden houses could be seen down side roads. Smoke swirled out of their chimneys and candles burned in their windows.  There was a community well at the far end of the road, and a few women with buckets were drawing water from it to take home to cook dinner. Now and then, a stray dog and cat could be seen darting down a road.

The townspeople around us noticed my presence and stopped to stare at me as we walked along in the growing dusk. I heard them whispering, and wished my hearing wasn't so sharp. They were saying things like, “Look at that blue-haired girl. It’s her. Stay away from her”, and “She’s here. Marissa Cobalt is here, that troublemaker”, and “Don’t mess with that blue-haired girl if you don’t want trouble”, and other things in reference to my bad reputation. 

Granted, my reputation’s mostly my fault. I’d wanted a tough image for myself, to be known as someone to be reckoned with, and many of my past actions – some of which I’d just as soon forget - served to foster that image. My hair color is also a dead giveaway as to my identity since, as far as I know, I am the only person in the world who has hair the deep blue color of cobalt. But as I listened to the whispers of the townspeople, a feeling I’d been having for a while now strengthened and I slowly slipped into a deep melancholy as Fiore and I walked.

 We finally found the inn just before we would have walked on out of the town. The inn was a simple, clean, little two-story building near the well I had seen earlier. If we’d entered from the other end of the town, it would have been the first building we would’ve seen. 

Fiore led the way inside. A doorway on our right led to a dining area, and a flight of stairs across from the front door led to rooms for sleeping. The owner - a chubby little man in a white shirt and tan vest, and who had thinning brown hair and a pleasant manner - cheerfully greeted us from behind the business counter on our left as we entered. If my presence alarmed him, he didn’t show it. Leaving Fiore to deal with the owner, I stalked off to the dining room.  In my bad mood, I couldn’t stand the owner’s merry disposition. 

I went to one of the round wooden tables in a far corner of the room, away from the few other guests scattered about who made some remarks about me. I took my brown cloak off and put it on the back of my chair.  The chill of the approaching evening seeped through my white shirt and leather tunic, but I didn’t care. Taking my sword off, I placed it against the wall. Then I plopped down in my chair, propped my elbows on the table, rested my chin in my gloved hands, and stared straight ahead at nothing in particular.

After a couple of minutes, Fiore entered the dining room. From the corner of my eye, I saw him standing in the doorway, scanning the room for me. When he saw me, he smiled and started over.

“I got us a couple of rooms for the night, next to each other for safety in case more hired assassins come after you,” he said as he came up to me. I just kept staring straight ahead, saying nothing. He leaned his sheathed sword against the wall, next to mine, and sat down across from me. He looked at me, concern in his green eyes.

“Hey, are you ok, Riss?” he asked. “You seem a little down.”

“I’m fine. Really.”

“You don’t seem fine.”

“I’m fine,” I growled.


“What’s wrong?”


“Nothing.”


“It doesn’t seem like nothing.”


“It’s nothing. Really.”


“Come on, Riss. You can tell me.”


“I said it's nothing!” I yelled, slamming my fists on the table.


Fiore blanched, his eyes widening in fear, and he shrank back in his seat. He’d never seen my temper first hand. “I...I’m sorry, Riss. I was just trying to be helpful. If you say there’s nothing the matter, then there must not be. I was just worried. That’s all. You looked so depressed.”

I sighed. He sounded so sincere. “No, Fiore,” I said softly. “I’m the one who should be sorry. You were right. There is something wrong.”

“What is it, Riss?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“Of course I do. Come on. Tell me what’s the matter.”

I sighed and sat up straight. I avoided looking directly at him. “Did you hear the townspeople as we were walking down the road this evening?”

“I heard whispering, but I couldn’t make out the words. Why? Could you?”

“Loud and clear. My eyesight and hearing are very sharp.”

“And what they were saying has got you feeling sad?”

“More or less.”

“What did they say?”

“Only what’s expected, given my reputation.”

“Oh.” 

He opened his mouth to ask another question, but I thought I knew what he was going to ask and cut him off.  

“You see, Fiore,” I said, “I’ve built up a reputation over the years for being a powerful sorceress, but more so for being a hot-tempered, greedy, and somewhat cruel girl - the sort of girl that someone had better not mess with unless they want trouble. And my blue hair makes me very identifiable. My reputation has made people a bit afraid of me, which is just the way I wanted it. I didn’t want friends, didn’t want to get close to anyone, because my life is so dangerous and I didn’t want anyone I cared about to get hurt because of me. But then I met you, and, well, you’re the first person who hasn’t been afraid to be around me - not counting shopkeepers or clients. You’re also the first person who’s been nice to me, and who actually wants to be around me. I'm just trying to get used to that.” 

“That’s understandable. But it's not all that's bothering you, though, is it? So go on. Tell me the rest.”

I gave him a small smile and nod. It felt good to get it all off my chest, to confide in someone. I hadn’t had anyone I could talk to about such stuff since I left my home three years earlier. “It's just that, listening to the whispers of the townspeople this evening, it sort of reinforced a feeling I’ve had for a while now, a feeling that I’d like to have a better reputation, or maybe even have no reputation and be just a plain, ordinary girl. Does that make sense?”

“Perfectly. I think anyone would have a hard time hearing bad things about themselves, even if they wanted to be known for those bad things in the first place, and want to change for the better so that they wouldn’t have to hear those bad things any more.”

That sounded a little confusing, but I got the point.  I gave him another small smile. “Thanks, Fiore. I feel better now.”

“Good. Now, let’s eat. I’m hungry.”

I perked up noticeably at the mention of food. “Great! I’m starving! Where’s the menu?”

Fiore called for some menus, and as we looked them over, he offered me to order whatever I wanted, as his treat. It was his treat anyway, since I didn’t have any money, but his generosity was touching. 

After we ordered and as we waited for our food, I decided to find out what I could about Fiore. 

“So, Fiore. You’re a traveling mercenary, huh?” I thought I would start out with the basic stuff first.

“That’s right.”

“How long have you been a sell-sword?”

“Oh, about couple of  years or so. Not that long.”

“Really? You handle a sword like a master.”

He actually blushed at my praise. “Oh, I’m not that good. But thanks.”

The guy surprised me. He was such a good swordsman and didn't hesitate to fight, but now, he seemed so good-hearted and not like a fighter at all. “Now, don’t take this wrong, Fiore,” I said tentatively, “but sitting here, talking to you like this…well, you don’t seem like a typical swordsman. You’re more…sensitive…than I would have expected.”

He just smiled again. “That’s because of how I was raised as a child. My father was a priest of Dumarh, the god of Light and white magic. When I was a little boy, Father and Mother raised me to follow in Father’s footsteps and become a priest of Dumarh as well. So they instilled in me the appropriate behavior for a priest of Dumarh: compassion, understanding, and in general, gentlemanly manners.”

That explained his sensitive side, but something about him still confused me. “So how did you end up as a mercenary?”

Fiore got a faraway look in his eyes and frowned in deep sadness. I thought he might cry, and regretted asking him the question. He didn't cry, though, and continued his story. “When I was eight, we were traveling to Ad’Dumarh, the white magic capital of the world. We were going there for Father’s yearly pilgrimage to renew his faith. One night, we stopped to make camp. A group of bandits attacked us. As a priest of Dumarh, Father didn’t believe in violence, so he never learned how to fight. Father and Mother never stood a chance. The bandits robbed them of all our money, then they killed my parents. I’d managed to slip away and hide while the bandits were preoccupied. 

“Afterwards, I made it to Ad’Dumarh and set about finding someone to teach me to fight, swearing I’d never let bandits or anyone get away with something like that ever again. I found a master swordsman willing to take me on as an apprentice. I trained for a few years, and when I was ready, I left and hired myself out as a bodyguard to travelers who wanted protection. Between jobs, I’d travel around and help out anyone in trouble from bandits or the like. Such as you were, Riss. But I still kept up my study of white magic, in honor of my parents's memory.”

That went a long way in explaining a lot about him. I was also surprised to find we had some common ground. 

Let me pause a moment to explain a little about what is meant by white magic. There are three main kinds of magic in the world of Andor: white, black, and grey. As Fiore said, Dumarh, the god of Light and Goodness and ruler of the Next Realm, governs white magic. It is used primarily for purification, protection, and healing, and cannot be used for offense. Black magic, on the other hand, is primarily offensive magic, derives its power from the dark emotions of the world – fear, hate, loathing, despair, and the like - and is used in battles. Dumarh’s nemesis, Yangul, the god of Darkness and everything evil, and also ruler of the Nether Realm, governs it. My specialty is black magic, though I do know a few white and grey magic spells. By the way, of all the attack spells I know, my favorite spell is the Fireball. It's easy to modify to do different things, and I rather enjoy the looks it generally elicits on the faces of my enemies when they see it in my hand. Grey magic is spiritual magic, powered by a person’s own spirit, or inner magic - the power of a person’s will and soul, if you will. Grey magic is good for healing and protection, but is also especially good for attacking a foe that is spirit or primarily spirit, like a Demon. A Demon is a minion of Yangul and is a spirit that lives in the Spirit Realm. It can, however, take on a physical presence here in our realm, the Normal Realm, while still anchored in the Spirit Realm. Grey magic attacks them in the Spirit Realm. 

There are some spells that almost anyone can do, as well. Unfortunately there is no way to conjure food, or anything for that matter. Sorcerers and sorceresses work magic, not miracles. We can’t just make something appear out of the blue. Magic works by calling on the surrounding forces of nature and/or the powers of the gods in order to do something. If we wanted to create something on the spot, say a golem, we’d need the raw materials first. So conjuring, while a nice literary device for bards and storytellers, isn’t practicable. Actually, Demons are about the only thing that can be conjured - or in their case, summoned. Not that I would summon a Demon, mind you. But an insanely evil sorcerer might.

Alright. Enough with the explanations. Back to my story.

We sat in silence for a little bit. Then Fiore spoke.

“Mind if I ask you some questions about yourself, Riss?”

“Go right ahead,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. “Ask away.”

“How did you get your blue hair?”

I blushed. That story’s a little embarrassing. But I’d told him it was alright to ask whatever he wanted. “It’s not my natural color, obviously. My real hair color’s black. My blue hair is the result of a mishap when I was little and just learning my magic trade. I have tried everything possible to change my hair back, but it has remained cobalt blue.”

“What sort of mishap?”

I smiled sheepishly. “I, uh, miscast a spell. A fairly simple spell.” I took a deep breath and launched into the history of my blue hair. “I began learning magic when I was five. My parents found I had an aptitude for magic and sent me off to learn from a great sorcerer, Althor. The first couple of years, everything went fine. I learned spells quickly. When I was seven, I was learning spells that were fairly advanced for my age. I was also learning how to modify spells, to change them slightly so they’d do something a little different.  One day, I modified a spell that was supposed to change the color of a red flower so that it cycled through different shades of blue, but  I must have messed up somehow.  My hair color changed instead, but only to the one shade of deep blue. It should have been no problem to change my hair color back, but for some reason that I haven’t figured out yet, it won’t change back. Neither Althor nor I have been able to change it.  And it won’t change to any other color, either.” 

“I like the blue. I think it suits you better than black would.”

My face grew warm at the compliment. “Thanks.” 

“How did you become a mercenary?”

I took another deep breath and launched into the rest of my personal history. I have never told my story to anyone, but I knew Fiore would understand. “Actually, it was for a similar reason you did. I was eight. Althor was nice enough for a once to let me go see my parents, so I went home and had a nice visit for a few days. My parents were proud of how well I was doing in my training. As I was about to leave and go back to Althor, our small village was attacked by a group of brigands.  My parents, who lived near the edge of the village, were the first to be attacked. Before I could do anything, my parents were killed. I was so enraged, I used a Fireball against the bandits. I had only recently learned the spell, however, and hadn’t perfected it. Plus, I was so angered that I didn’t focus the spell. So I ended up not only blowing up the bad guys but also my home and a bit of the village. The other villagers, angry at the damage I did, ostracized me.

“After the attack, I had a new resolve to learn everything I possibly could about magic. I learned from Althor all I could until I was fourteen, when I changed my name to Cobalt, struck out on my own, and started to make my reputation. I wanted not only to honor my parents, who had been so proud to have a budding sorceress for a daughter, but also to fight the evils of the world, like those bandits, and show no mercy to them as they showed no mercy to my parents.” I slammed a fist on the table in remembered anger. 

Fiore flinched. “I didn’t mean to drag out any bad memories. I’m sorry.”

I took a deep, cleansing breath. “No, it’s ok,” I said. “I actually needed to tell someone that. I feel better now.” 

“Good. Let me change the subject.”

 I nodded. 

“The leather clothing you have on. What kind of leather are they made out of? I don’t recognize it.”

I laughed a little. When he said he was going to change the subject, I didn’t think he’d ask something like that. “They’re made of griffin leather. I picked them up on one of my first bandit raids. They’re very good for protection, since the leather still has some of the griffin’s natural magic left.”

He looked confused. “The griffin’s natural magic?”

I nodded. “Uh-huh. The griffin has a natural magic that protects it from attacks by most weapons and attack spells. The leather from a griffin will protect its wearer in a similar fashion, but not as strongly.  My tunic, pants and gloves protect me from common blade attacks and most basic attack spells in the areas the leather covers.”

Fiore opened his mouth to ask another question, but just then the waiter, a dark-haired man wearing a white shirt and an apron with matching stains, arrived with our dinner. “Here you go,” he told us as he set out plates down. “Enjoy.” Then he left.

The beef roast, hot rolls, and vegetables smelled so good that my stomach growled. I felt ten times better. “That looks delicious!” I smiled at my companion. “Thanks for dinner, Fiore.”

He laughed. “You’re welcome.”

After dinner we felt a little tired, so we gathered our things and headed upstairs to our rooms. We hadn’t climbed more than a few steps, though, before a deep voice slurred out behind us, “Hey, you!” We stopped in mid-step and turned around. 

Three men stood at the bottom of the stairs, looking at me. 

“Who, me?” I asked innocently, pointing to myself.

“Yeah, you,” one of them said.

“What do you want?”

Another man rattled a small bag of coins while the other two leered at me lustfully. I groaned. Oh, boy. Here we go again. I really hate drunks.

“We want you, girl,” said the man with the coins.

“Yeah, pretty girl,” said another.

“Come on, girl,” said the third. “We’ll show you a good time.”

“No, thanks,” I said.

Ignoring my declination, they advanced on me. Fiore growled menacingly from behind me and I heard his sword scrape along its sheath.

“We said to come on,” the first one said.

“And I said no thanks!” I said, my anger rising quickly. The inn’s owner, hearing the tone of my voice, ducked down behind his counter.

“Oh, come on!” the second one said as he climbed up to the second step. “We’re willing to pay you!” 

I growled. “I… said…no thanks!”

A quick mental picture of runes and a quickly whispered incantation later, a ball of swirling flame appeared in my hand. The trio of drunks took one look at it, sobered up quickly, turned, and ran out the open front door. 

“Fireball!” I called out as I tossed the ball of flame after them. A couple of seconds later I heard an explosion from outside. Then I saw the trio running back and forth past the doorway, yelling in terror and swatting at flames on their clothes. With a smile of satisfaction on my face, I turned around to continue going upstairs and came face-to-face with Fiore, who stared at me in disbelief.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Wasn’t that a bit harsh, Riss?”

“No, not really. I lowered the power on the Fireball, making it just strong enough to teach them a lesson. No serious damage. Besides, it serves them right. I’m not that kind of girl. Any man who tries anything like that with me without my consent is asking for trouble. Now, come on. Let’s get some sleep. I want to get an early start in the morning.”

I climbed up the stairs past my companion. He stared after me for a moment, trying to get a grip on what all had just transpired, then he hurried after me. 

Fiore escorted me to my bedroom.  It was little and a bit sparse of furniture, but I hadn’t expected anything more. A little dressing table sat along the wall to my right, and a bed, with its covers turned back, sat along the opposite wall. A window in the wall across from the door was open, letting in pale moonlight and a cool breeze that made the simple white curtains flit slightly. A clock set in an ornately carved chunk of wood sat on the dressing table next to a lit oil lamp. The clock showed us the time of the evening: half past eight o’clock.

I sat down in the chair at the dressing table. I took off my gold circlet, set it on the table, and started undoing my braided blue hair. Looking in the table’s mirror, I could see Fiore sitting on the edge of my bed, watching me, his sheathed sword lying across his lap. He had undone his ponytail, letting his fire-red hair hang down his back. He had a questioning look in his emerald green eyes.

“Riss?” he said, finally deciding to ask me about whatever was bothering him.

“Yes?” I stopped undoing my hair and turned around to look at him.

“When you questioned the bandit earlier today, he said something about a nobleman of Westover hiring them to kill you.”

I nodded. “Yes, that’s right.”

“Why would a Westoverite noble want you dead?”

I had been wondering that quite a bit myself. I stared at Fiore. Well, not at him exactly, but at the wall behind him, and tried to come up with an answer. “I really don’t know,” I said after a few moments. “Unless one of the lords doesn’t want me to complete my job for some reason or other.”

He looked at me questioningly. “Your job?”

Oh, yeah, that’s right, I realized. I haven’t told him about my job. So I told him about the lords, their interest in the lost Archadian treasure, the disappearance of Lord Etain’s nephew, Branden, while looking for the treasure, and the bad feeling I had about the whole thing. Then I told him I had decided to find the treasure and keep it for myself because I thought they were up to something.

Fiore nodded in understanding. “So, you think one of the lords doesn’t want you to find Branden and the treasure because he’s afraid you will try to keep it for yourself, and he doesn’t want you to have it?”

I nodded. “That’s certainly possible,” I said. “And it seems the most likely reason at the moment. But for now, I’m too tired to think about it.” I turned back around and resumed undoing my hair. “Why don’t you go on to bed, too? We’ll think on this problem tomorrow.”

“Alright.” He took hold of his sword, stood up, and gave me a small smile. “I’ll be right next door if you need anything, Riss. Good night.”

“Good night.”

He stood there, looking at me for a moment longer, then left the room, closing the door behind him. As I brushed out my hair, I could hear his door open, his footsteps as he entered his room, and the door shut after him. I undressed and put on the courtesy sleeping gown left on the bed by the innkeeper. I brushed out my leather clothing then crawled into bed.  I was asleep seconds after my head touched the pillow.

*        
    
     *          
             *

After breakfast the next morning, Fiore bought some supplies – rations of dried meat and biscuits – and we started out on the road to Apo. Before we could make it out of the town though, an old man ran after us.

“Please, wait!” he called out to us as we walked along the road.

I looked up at Fiore and he looked down at me. We nodded to each other and stopped in our tracks. The old man ran up and stopped beside us, breathing heavily. All that exercise must have been hard on him. He finally caught his breath after a minute.

He bowed to me, his long white beard almost touching the ground. “Thank you for waiting, Miss Marissa.  I was hoping to speak with you before you left.”

“What did you want to speak to me about?” I tapped my foot to go along with the impatient tone I’d put in my voice. I really wanted to get on with my mysterious quest.

“I was hoping to buy your services,” he said.

He had my full attention now. The thought of money had usurped my curiosity about the whole Westover problem. “Really?” I asked, the tone of my voice now all business. 

“Yes. You see, I am the town elder. When I heard that you were in town, I couldn’t pass up the chance to get you to help us.”

“What’s the problem?”

He rubbed his white beard. “Well, there is a group of bandits that attacks us periodically. Recently, the attacks have become much more frequent and violent. They have a camp to the northeast, a couple of hours from here. We have tried to get rid of them ourselves, but none of the people who went to deal with them has ever returned. You’re our last hope.”

I nodded. “It’ll cost you.”

“Of course. I’m willing to pay whatever you want.”

I grinned. “Alright. I’ll do it for…fifty gold pieces.”

Both the old man's and Fiore’s eyes widened in disbelief at the amount I named. “What?!” they cried out. 

I’ll admit that the price was a bit steep. But I always start my prices high. That’s how I do business, how I make money. But I know that most people won’t pay the starting price, so my prices are negotiable. Sometimes, though, desperate people will pay the starting price. Unfortunately, this old man wasn’t that desperate.

“I’ll pay fifteen,” he said, dusting his white robe off.

“What?!” It was my turn to be surprised at the ridiculously low price. “How about forty-five?” I had to keep up appearances.


“Twenty.”

“Forty.”

“Thirty.”

“Deal.”

I shook hands with the old man, and then he walked back down the road. I turned to Fiore. “Let’s go give those bandits a taste of my Fireball, Fiore,” I said, my voice dripping with greed and bloodthirst. 

Fiore stared at me, speechless. I grabbed his hand and dragged the stunned man along with me as I rushed off down the road.      

