
      
      
         
            
            
         
      
      
   
      
         
         
         [image: 993]

         
         
         Arianna Kelt and the Renegades of Time is the sequel to teen author J. R. King’s debut novel. King completed his debut novel at 12 and the novel was published in
            June 2006 when he was just 14 years old. Shortly after his first book was published, King completed work on his second novel.
            With this novel’s early 2008 publication, King at 15, joins the ranks of a rare cadre of teen authors with multiple books
            in print.
         

         
         
         King’s books are available in hardcover, trade paperback and audio from RP Books & Audio.

         
         
         
         
         What Did Reviewers Say About King’s Debut Novel?

         
         
         [image: ]
         
         

         
         [image: ]
            
         

         
      

   
      
         
         
         Arianna Kelt

         
         
         
         
         AND THE RENEGADES OF TIME

         
         
         
         [image: ]
         
         

         
         
         
            
            J. R. King

            
            
         

         
         
         Teen Author

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         This is a work of fiction. All the characters, names, places, and events portrayed in this book are either products of the
            author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to any actual locale, person, or event is entirely coincidental.
         

         
         
         
         
         Arianna Kelt

         
         
         
         
         AND THE RENEGADES OF TIME

         
         
         (Wizards of Skyhall Book Two) 

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Text Copyright © 2008 by J. R. King 

            
            
            Illustrations Copyright © 2008 J. R. King 

            
            

            
            www.wizardsofskyhall.com 
            

            
            
         

         
         
         All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form. Printed in the United States
            of America.
         

         
         

         
         
         
         Cover design & illustration by Reagent Press 

         
         
         Copyright © 2008 Reagent Press

         
         
         
         
         ISBN-10: 1-57545-827-6

         
         
         
         
         RP BOOKS WASHINGTON 

         
         
         REAGENT PRESS 

         
        
         
      

   
      
         
         
         THE ADVENTURE CONTINUES

         
         
         
         
         [image: ]
            
         

         
         
         ENTER IF YOU DARE

         
         
         
         
              

   
      
         
        
         
         
         ARIANNA

         
         
         
         
         [image: ]
            
         

         
         
      

   
      
        
         
         MEILAN

         
         
         
         
         [image: ]
            
         

         
               

   
      
         
         
         
         RANTH

         
         
         
         
         [image: ]
            
         

         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
         MORTIMER

         
         
         
         
         [image: ]
            
         

         
      

   
      
         
         
         Contents

         
         
         
         
         Chapter One

         
         
         Chapter Two

         
         
         Chapter Three

         
         
         Chapter Four

         
         
         Chapter Five

         
         
         Chapter Six

         
         
         Chapter Seven

         
         
         Chapter Eight

         
         
         Chapter Nine

         
         
         Chapter Ten

         
         
         Chapter Eleven

         
         
         Chapter Twelve

         
         
         Chapter Thirteen

         
         
         Chapter Fourteen

         
         
         Chapter Fifteen

         
         
         Chapter Sixteen

         
         
         Chapter Seventeen

         
         
         Chapter Eighteen

         
         
         Chapter Nineteen

         
         
         Peoples, Places and Things in The Wizarding World

         
         
         The adventure continues with…

         
         
         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         [image: ]
            
         

         
         
         CHAPTER ONE: 

         
         
         MISDIRECTION 

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Arianna, ex-thief-turned-wizard, sat silently in her room as she and Meilan tried in vain to curb their excitement. Following
               their saving of Skyhall, their lives had taken an almost-boring turn, and they welcomed this sense of excitement.
            

            
            
            Today, they would be starting their first day of intermediate wizard training. As they waited for word from Arcanious, they
               reflected on fond memories of basic training.
            

            
            
            They halfheartedly discussed what they thought or hoped would be taught as they lay on their beds and waited. Eventually their
               talking stopped, and both sat in silence.
            

            
            
            Arianna recalled how her past training had gone by in a blur and hoped that it would go quickly this time also and that it
               would lead to a new but far less-dangerous adventure.
            

            
            
            Eventually she stopped thinking about Mythardiom and let her thoughts shift momentarily. She began to regret where her memories
               were taking her; but, having nothing better to do, she went along with them.
            

            
            
            She thought about the orphanage. She thought about how she remembered every moment spent there in perfect detail, yet she
               couldn’t remember how she ended up there.
            

            
            
            Her thoughts shifted and she wondered why she had been such a talented thief when she had no training or background (as far
               as she knew) in thieving. Had there been some mystic force helping her?
            

            
            
            She shook the thought out of her head and began to float toward the present in her memories. She also wondered why she had
               been able to see the wizard in the first place when they were supposed to be cloaked and invisible to humans.
            

            
            
            “Let’s bring in the desk-all and change this room around to pass the time,” Meilan said, pulling Arianna from her thoughts.

            
            
            “Okay,” Arianna said, glad for something to help the time go faster.

            
            
            They ventured out of their room to search for the desk-all. It took them quite a long time to find it in a small closet marked
               “Do not open—unpleasant personality enclosed.” Arianna found it funny that the note had been signed by Digorence, the ingenious
               but lazy gnome who was possibly the most unpleasant being in the known universe.
            

            
            
            The girls carried the device back to their room. Arianna was about to poke it when its eyes snapped open; it did a little
               dance on its four legs, and then said, “What do you want?”
            

            
            
            “We need you to give us some stuff to decorate our room.”

            
            
            “You’re right,” the desk-all sneered as it looked at the bare grey room. “This room’s about as bland as your personality.”

            
            
            Arianna looked shocked but recovered and glared at the device. It gleefully glared back. “Hurry up and get on with it. I’m
               just dying to go back to the closet where the air is full of that foul gnome’s stench,” the desk-all said, its voice dripping
               with sarcasm.
            

            
            
            The girls discussed for a moment what they wanted and turned back to address the desk-all.

            
            
            “We want blue paint,” Arianna said after a moment.

            
            
            The device nearly went into shock. Its eyes rolled around in circles and it nearly fell over. When it finally said something,
               it did so in a much higher, yet still unbelievably sardonic tone of voice: “First of all, there’s the shade of blue to be
               concerned with. Then, of course, there’s the type of paint and . . . the . . . amount! And would you like it in a bucket or
               painted on the walls?” It nearly screamed as it was finishing up what it had to say. “I have a sign!” it raged.
            

            
            
            They looked at the desk-all’s sign, which presumably had something cheerful written on it to warn the users to be specific.
               What the sign said, written sloppily in Digorence’s handwriting, was, “Unbelievably neurotic about specificity. Has almost
               the same reaction as if you took a television away from a human child. Best to avoid using, in any circumstance.”
            

            
            
            The little humanoid-shaped device quivered as it tried to calm itself. “Now tell me what you want so I can get on with my
               dreary existence.”
            

            
            
            “Sky-blue wall paint and lots of it,” Arianna said. The desk-all lifted its head to turn and stare at Arianna. As it seemed
               about to ask her to be specific about lots or possibly to dump buckets of paint on top of her, Arianna conjured a small ball
               of magic in her hand and idly began to play with it as she returned the desk-all’s stare. The desk-all must have realized
               its future wouldn’t be very bright if it continued aggravating Arianna and it coughed up the paint. The coughing part was
               quite literal; the desk-all seemed to be clearing the paint from its throat as one would a ball of phlegm. Then the paint
               came out of the desk-all in an enormous eruption, sending Arianna and Meilan ducking for cover.
            

            
            
            Seeing the girls cringing on the floor, the desk-all laughed openly as it began applying the paint to the walls, sighing as
               it heard Arianna say, “Hmm, maybe the floor could do with a nice carpet? What do you think, Meilan?”
            

            
            
            “Of course,” came the reply. For an hour or so afterward, it was Arianna and Meilan’s turn to torment the desk-all, taunting
               it relentlessly. Eventually it became tired of asking for specifics and just gave them what they asked for.
            

            
            
            Arianna and Meilan gave the room multiple complete makeovers, having the time of their lives while doing so. The desk-all
               became exhausted from having to keep producing all of the items and taking them back. Eventually, it dove desperately under
               Arianna’s bed where it remained, refusing to come out.
            

            
            
            The girls became tired as well and began to relax. A few moments passed and then they heard a soft rapping at the door. Their
               hearts raced as they wondered if it were word from Arcanious.
            

            
            
            Almost at the same time, the girls looked around the room and realized its disastrous state. The walls were painted with multicolored
               stripes, the ceiling with pink and yellow polka dots. The carpeting was four-inch-thick shag and neon pink. The girls’ beds
               had furry comforters. In place of their work desks stood a seesaw, and behind the seesaw was a trampoline. Both had seemed
               a good idea at the time.
            

            
            
            The knocking at the door resumed, still soft but more insistent.

            
            
            “Desk-all, make the room like it was. Please,” hissed Arianna, as she peered under her bed into the desk-all’s hiding place.
               Meilan joined Arianna on the floor next to the bed and added her plea.
            

            
            
            The desk-all opened its eyes. As it inched forward, Arianna saw for the first time the pale light behind its eyes. “Remember,”
               it said, “you asked for it to be like it was.” Then suddenly, Arianna and Meilan were staring at brown walls, brown carpeting,
               and matching oak desks and dressers. Golden-hued comforters, pillows, and bed skirts were putting themselves neatly into place
               on the four-post beds. The room was exactly as Mortimer had made it upon Arianna’s arrival at Skyhall.
            

            
            
            The knock at the door this time was loud and impatient. When Arianna and Meilan said, “Enter,” in unison, Ranth opened the
               door and looked in.
            

            
            
            A relieved sigh that passed between the girls caused Ranth to laugh; then he said, “You must have been working hard in here.
               Well, I just came to tell you to remember to attend dinner in the dining hall. It’s mandatory now, remember?” The two girls
               bit back laughter of their own and just nodded in reply.
            

            
            
            As soon as Ranth left and closed the door behind him, the girls dragged the desk-all out from under the bed. They were about
               to do something awful to the device when its pained and pleading expression caught them by surprise, for this was such a human
               expression of emotion.
            

            
            
            “Desk-all, we need first-day supplies,” Arianna said in a loud clear voice, her best impersonation of Mortimer. For a moment
               the desk-all seemed to be smiling up at Arianna and Meilan, then it spat out several leather-bound notebooks, pens, and ink.
            

            
            
            The two girls shared a look between them and knew what they must do next. Arianna made a new sign for the desk-all’s closet
               that read, “Desk-all enclosed. Please leave this door open.” Meilan also made a new sign for the device to carry. This sign
               read, “Please be as specific as possible with your requests. The desk-all can only help you if you are clear about what you
               want. Thank you.”
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         CHAPTER TWO: 

         
         
         DARKNESS 

         
         
         
         
         
            
            After Arianna and Meilan returned the desk-all to its closet and apologized for their misdeeds, they met up with Ranth on
               his way to the dining hall. As always, the grand splendor of the hall astounded the three as they walked in silently. Directly
               above them hung a massive chandelier whose thousand-and-one lights were magnified to dazzling brilliance by two score as many
               crystals. Around them in every direction were delicate yet beautiful plants and sculptures.
            

            
            
            To one side of the room sat the novices. Arianna remembered when she was training to earn her status as a novice wizard and
               smiled briefly before heading to where the squad wizards were to sit.
            

            
            
            By the time the three arrived, Arcanious was seated at the main table in the center of the room. To his left sat professors
               and visiting wizards as well as the senior wizards. The three were headed to his right.
            

            
            
            Arianna and her friends took their seats with the rest of Squad Zero just as Digorence poked his head into the room and wheeled
               in his mechanical orchestra. Making as much noise as possible just because he could, he positioned the orchestra in the back
               of the room and then with a swing of his arm ordered the machines to play.
            

            
            
            At first, the music was a sweet soaring melody that was like ambrosia for the ears. Arianna mused that if Digorence wrote
               such a beautiful song it must have been for or about food, but her musings didn’t last long. Suddenly a machine’s violin bow
               decapitated the viola next to it, which crashed into a cello. The three fallen machines short-circuited, and a small electrical
               surge created by a smirking student caused the machines to be reprogrammed. The result caused everyone to clutch at their
               ears in agony.
            

            
            
            With an arrogant huff, Digorence banged angrily on the machines and wheeled them out of the room. Before he left, he couldn’t
               resist one last halfhearted retort: “I just hope that you know that my machines can play at least ten times better than any
               of you can.”
            

            
            
            He slammed the door behind him and stomped angrily off. Eventually everyone settled down and a low buzz of conversation arose
               among the novice and intermediate tables, but the others were waiting for Arcanious to speak. As the younger wizards talked
               amongst themselves and the older ones stared expectantly at Arcanious, Mortimer slipped unnoticed into his seat just as Arcanious
               started to speak.
            

            
            
            The Arch Wizard stood up and looked around the room. “Welcome, everyone, to our dining hall this day. We are proud to announce
               that we will soon start our intermediate courses at Mythardiom,” he intoned with a faint trace of a smile on his lips.
            

            
            
            Many of the older wizards smiled fondly, apparently at their memories of younger days and their own training; and then everyone
               proceeded to get on with dinner.
            

            
            
            Vast portions of food placed purposefully on large round or oval dinner platters floated lazily in from the kitchens as if
               caught in rolling waves of air, landing neatly in strategic locations on the tables and carrying with them mouth-watering
               aromas. Some of the platters had covers and those covers now floated away, returning to the kitchens in much the same way
               as they had arrived.
            

            
            
            The assembled wizards ate heartily, thoroughly enjoying themselves. The talk at the tables was mostly idle chit-chat, and
               a few continued in their disparagement of Digorence. Arianna tried to keep her mind off her excitement and her tongue from
               voicing words in Digorence’s defense, both of which were proving to be more difficult by the second.
            

            
            
            Her partiality for the testy gnome won over her excitement, and she was about to give the pair across from her a tongue lashing
               they would never forget when Ranth, sensing what Arianna was about to do, dropped his knife noisily on his mostly empty plate.
               Arianna’s “Hmmpph!” in rebuke, caused Meilan to burst into laughter; after that, the course of the conversation changed.
            

            
            
            Eventually, Arianna and Meilan retired to their rooms, tired and somewhat disappointed. They drifted off to sleep with ease,
               unaware of heavy footsteps just outside their room.
            

            
            
            Suddenly, Arianna jerked awake and found herself bound, blindfolded, gagged, and shivering in the brisk night air.

            
            
            “Do not try anything heroic,” a metallic voice intoned in a monotone.

            
            
            As Arianna was dumped unceremoniously on the ground, she resisted the urge to reply sarcastically and started walking as the
               mechanical monster indicated she should. After what seemed more than an hour of walking, she suspected she was being led in
               circles and that she was being bombarded with a working of magic that was causing a massive amount of dizziness. As she stumbled
               to the ground she heard a faint voice ordering a stop. She frowned as she heard running water and tried to guess where she
               was but couldn’t.
            

            
            
            Suddenly there was a burst of static and a loud screaming that was replaced with the sound of water once again. Arianna found
               despair and it found her.
            

            
            
            The sound of her captors moving ceased and Arianna decided to try to quietly conjure some magic. The last of her bravado faded
               when she found no source of magic to tap into. She nearly broke down and started to cry, but she heard a soft gasp followed
               by a whimper close by. She crawled along the ground, groping in the darkness, and eventually found the soft, cool hand of
               another reaching out to her. She swept her bound hands up along the arm and felt long hair and the soft edge of a nightgown.
               She felt certain the other was Meilan.
            

            
            
            The gag prevented her from speaking; at any rate, she was afraid to voice the other’s name. The thought that this was Meilan
               comforted her, and the thought that it might not be Meilan sent her thoughts reeling. No, she told herself; best to think
               that it was Meilan with her in the darkness than to think otherwise.
            

            
            
            “Get up,” the metallic voice boomed. Arianna struggled to her feet and began to walk, her feet striking something hard like
               stone almost immediately. She started to move more rapidly and was unable to slow herself down. She was saved from a painful
               tumble down the steep path by a large, cold hand.
            

            
            
            Her captor ordered her to slow down and she was able to make it to flat ground without mishap.

            
            
            They walked for what seemed like hours, the machine guiding her relentlessly through what she was certain was a series of
               underground passageways. Once they were underground, the sounds of scuffling feet and shifting bodies made her certain that
               her captors and those they had taken were many. How many, she could not tell or guess with any certainty.
            

            
            
            When it seemed that exhaustion had found her every reserve of energy and will, the metallic voice told her to halt. As many
               long minutes passed slowly in the darkness, she heard the sound of others being brought closer. Eventually her bindings, gag,
               and blindfold were removed and she found herself among a large group of people.
            

            
            
            Looking around in the dim light, she recognized first one and then another, but none of those she saw was Meilan. She tried
               to make her way through the throng, who were standing around in silence. She, like those around her, wondered where she was
               and why they were all here. Are we being held for ransom, Arianna wondered, as she searched for the one face amongst many
               familiar faces that would reel in her soaring anxiety.
            

            
            
            Dim light gave way in an instant to the brilliant, brighter-than-white light that only a wizard or a warlock could create.
               The faces around her distorted, and then it seemed as if she stood in the midst of an enormous throng of stone trolls, for
               the white reflected off those around her and made her blind to the world.
            

            
            
            Panic found her. She reached out for magic, found no wellspring of power, only absence like a vast darkness. Her panic turned
               to utter terror as she became completely unnerved. She could no longer hold back her tears or her trembles and collapsed to
               the ground in great fits and sobs. When those around her did the same, almost to the instant, Arianna realized that they were
               all under the heavy influence of some unseen magic.
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         CHAPTER THREE: 

         
         
         INDUCTION 

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Suddenly Arianna saw Mortimer and decided to follow him. Quietly she edged closer to where she thought she saw him break through
               the crowd. “Well, you told me to make sure they got to the ceremony!” The voice wasn’t Mortimer’s.
            

            
            
            “So you made and programmed golems so you wouldn’t have to do any work,” Mortimer replied.

            
            
            “What? Did you think that I would kidnap all those novice wizards by myself?” Arianna let out a soft gasp as she heard this.

            
            
            “Amazing,” Mortimer replied dryly. “Are you ready to start the ceremony?”

            
            
            “Well, we could always wait until the moon falls from the sky,” Digorence replied and went off. Arianna sighed in relief and
               tried to go to find Meilan but she was interrupted by Mortimer.
            

            
            
            “Welcome, intermediate trainees. Please calm yourselves. Things got a little out of hand, but there is no reason to be afraid
               right now. This is simply our induction ceremony to welcome you to our fine intermediate training. Now, please, if you would
               all form a line, we will begin.”
            

            
            
            The glaring lights overhead and the strong magic spell generated by the golems made this difficult. Arianna could see that
               Mortimer was agitated and seemingly distracted as he looked around for the mulish gnome. When the line was finally formed,
               Mortimer told the intermediates to follow him, and he led them through the passageways, taking them through many twists and
               turns.
            

            
            
            The room he led them into was large and octagonal. Arianna and the other students took seats around the edge of the room,
               watching expectantly as Mortimer strode to a covered pedestal in the center of the room.
            

            
            
            Slowly, he pulled the cloth off the pedestal, revealing an orb burning with inner fire. Arianna could have sworn that it turned
               to regard her and stared at her. Then it blazed merrily as Mortimer began to speak.
            

            
            
            “Our wizard oath consists of three simple words, but our duty as wizards is anything but simple. The words are secret, safe,
               and secure. Keep wizarding a secret from those who should never know; in order to secure ourselves a bright future, keep the
               dimensions safe from those who would bend it to their will. As a wizard, you must only use your powers for good and agree
               to do whatever you can, even if it should cost you your lives, to defend the dimensions against the forces of evil. If any
               of you cannot agree with this, leave now.
            

            
            
            “There will be no shame. Leave, or the orb will see through you and destroy you.” He paused as a figure left the room crying.

            
            
            Mortimer saluted the figure and then turned to the remaining wizards.

            
            
            He gestured for one of the students to come and place her hand on the orb. “Say the words,” he said gently to the nervous
               student.
            

            
            
            The student did so and then walked into the next room as Mortimer indicated she should. The orb flared for a moment and then
               resumed its original state.
            

            
            
            One by one the students placed their hands on the orb and said the three words. It seemed that nothing eventful would happen
               and everything would go fine until a small sweat-drenched boy stood up to the orb.
            

            
            
            Mortimer looked the boy in the eye and was about to warn him when the youth pressed his hand on the orb and said the words
               as fast as his mouth would allow him to.
            

            
            
            Mortimer cringed and pulled the cloth over the boy so the others wouldn’t have to see what happened.

            
            
            But the screams said it all as the boy’s body was ripped apart one atom at a time at a speed faster than light. Mortimer pulled
               the cloth away as the last of the boy’s body disintegrated and the orb returned to normal.
            

            
            
            Slowly Mortimer lifted his eyes from the floor and looked at the terrified students. He pointed to a random student. The student
               shook his head and refused to come forward. “Not me, not me,” the boy whispered. “Pick someone else.”
            

            
            
            Arianna got to her feet and walked toward the orb. As she placed her hand on the orb, Mortimer recognized her and commended
               her by saying, “Arianna sets a fine example. A wizard must never be afraid of the unknown.” And Arianna truly was not afraid
               when she placed her hands on the orb and started to say the words. The orb seemed to accept her pledge, sending her off to
               the next room.
            

            
            
            Soon the rest of the students had taken their pledges and had entered the next room.

            
            
            Mortimer pointed at one of the many pods lying around the room. “Step into a pod quickly now. We’re going to take a little
               trip.”
            

            
            
            Arianna hesitantly did so, wondering why they didn’t just use a portal. She nearly screamed as the top closed on her and a
               gas started to spray. Before she could do so, however, she found herself standing at the edge of a small town. Behind her
               a woods was dark and foreboding, but in front of her the town seemed inviting.
            

            
            
            As she passed by a bakery, the chef smiled and waved to her, pointing to an array of steaming pastries. Arianna started to
               wave back but caught sight of her most hated enemy in his outstretched hands and angrily stamped away. The chef scratched
               his head in puzzlement and ate the doughnut in his hand as he returned to work.
            

            
            
            Arianna eventually walked from one end of the town to the other and then found herself again staring at the woods that encircled
               the town. Lurking in the shadows, a demon sat and stared at her, daring her to make a move.
            

            
            
            Grinning, Arianna summoned a fireball and was about to unleash it on her foe when a voice reached her ears.

            
            
            “Playing heroes, eh, missy?” the voice asked.

            
            
            Quickly, Arianna extinguished her magic and turned around. “Yes sir,” she said.

            
            
            “A little old, aren’t you?” the old man asked with an odd look in his eye.

            
            
            Arianna cursed silently to herself and put on a smiling face.

            
            
            “You know . . . I’ve always wondered...Suppose . . . Suppose magic really existed?” he asked with a large friendly smile and
               a glint in his eyes.
            

            
            
            Arianna knew something was wrong. The smile was too friendly, almost hungry. She knew she had to answer carefully.

            
            
            “That’s silly!” she exclaimed as innocently as she could manage.

            
            
            The friendly smile turned into a mouth of rage and the old man’s eyes seemed to blaze in anger.

            
            
            “I know it exists!” he shouted and pulled out a large gun from his coat. “I saw that there fireball, lassy. You will be my
               proof that magic exists!” he said as he fired the gun.
            

            
            
            Arianna poured all her strength into her legs and ran for her life. There was a loud bang from the gun, which propelled a
               dart into a tree trunk. Sighting the demon, Arianna quickly destroyed it and kept running. Eventually the sound of pursuit
               stopped, and she found herself standing in front of the pod, hunched over, panting, and out of breath.
            

            
            
            With a quick glance behind her, she stepped into the pod. There was a flash, a moment of disorientation. The pod seemed to
               be moving very fast, and then it stopped suddenly as if it had crashed into a wall. When the pod opened, she groggily stepped
               out, almost tripping over Mortimer as she did so.
            

            
            
            “Mortimer, did that really happen or was that just a virtual training exercise?”

            
            
            Mortimer ignored her question and continued to wait for the rest of the students to return. He then led the students back
               to the room containing the orb, where Digorence and the golems were waiting.
            

            
            
            “Form a circle around the orb, please,” Mortimer said in a clear, loud voice. “If I touch you on the shoulder, you have failed
               and must follow Digorence to the surface.
            

            
            
            “Those of you whom I have deemed worthy of continuing beyond the initial apprenticeship as wizards shall stay here. Those
               who have regrettably failed may either wait to retry another day or accept a role as a level-one wizard. There is no shame
               in failure. There are plenty of prospects for level-one wizards, and plenty of need in Mythardiom and beyond for your skills.”
            

            
            
            Mortimer walked slowly around the circle. He made one complete loop before he began tapping shoulders.

            
            
            Arianna didn’t think she had anything to worry about, so she was hopeful and in suspense about what would happen next. Still,
               she closed her eyes and took in a breath as Mortimer walked beside her. When she opened her eyes and saw Ranth and Meilan
               standing at the front of the line quickly forming by Digorence, she couldn’t help the incredulous expression that crept across
               her features and her hopeful thoughts faded. When Mortimer turned back to her and tapped her on the shoulder, she was absolutely
               crestfallen.
            

            
            
            She didn’t move to join the others until Mortimer spoke her name, saying “Arianna, please step out of the circle and join
               the others in line next to Digorence.”
            

            
            
            A younger, less mature Arianna—the girl Arianna had been when she had first come to Skyhall—would have stomped her feet as
               she made her way across the room and then stood sulking, moping, and bitter. The older, more experienced Arianna—the girl
               Arianna had become after facing trolls, golems, and worse—lifted her head, raised her eyes, and walked across the room. As
               she took her place in line behind Ranth and Meilan, she was sure she would remember the gnome’s smug smile for the rest of
               her days.
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         CHAPTER FOUR: 

         
         
         SECRET SOCIETY 

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Ranth was separated from the others and taken away into the night. His captors, two men in long black robes and a gremlin
               who had reprogrammed the golems and ordered Ranth to move, stood just close enough so that Ranth could discern what they were
               saying.
            

            
            
            He could see the shape of the other wizards around him and tried to call out to Arianna and Meilan. “Arianna, Meilan, are
               you two all right?” He was shoved into silence by the now malevolent golem watching his every move.
            

            
            
            “These golems could prove useful. We should take them with us to Subterrania,” said one of the warlocks.

            
            
            “Indeed. But the gremlins could easily reprogram them to take over Subterrania. I say we leave them here,” the other replied,
               earning a snigger from the gremlin walking next to him.
            

            
            
            “Well, I say we take them.”

            
            
            “Why don’t we leave them here and ask the masters what they think?”

            
            
            “Agreed,” the other replied reluctantly.

            
            
            The warlocks, golems, and the gremlin moved the him into the forest, silently raging every time he tripped. Within a few more
               minutes they were in a vast clearing.
            

            
            
            As the warlocks began to cast the teleportation spell that would transport everyone to Subterrania, Ranth heard a soft murmur
               of voices. He wondered whether these were more captors, or if he had somehow managed to get away. When he felt hands around
               his head, panic followed. He tried to struggle free but stopped when the gag was removed. Then his hands and legs were untied
               and he suddenly was uncertain what was happening.
            

            
            
            “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded of his captors boldly.

            
            
            “We had to do this, you see. This is a secret academy for only the most promising students at Skyhall. We have to take precautions
               to make sure that not everyone can find this place.”
            

            
            
            Ranth looked at the speaker skeptically and laughed. “Right. This is the secret academy everyone’s whispering about.”

            
            
            When he said this, the warlocks breathed a sigh of relief. “The one in happy ponies and rainbow land,” he concluded lamely,
               too tired to think of something better to say.
            

            
            
            “Well, not exactly happy ponies . . .” one started to say before the other viciously kicked him.

            
            
            “Come, now, if you don’t believe us, you can walk around and see for yourself,” the smarter of the two said.

            
            
            “And what happens when I choose not to stay?” he asked skeptically.

            
            
            “Why, you go back, of course,” the warlock replied.

            
            
            “Right,” Ranth replied sarcastically as he left to look around.

            
            
            He decided that the first thing he was going to do was find Arianna and Meilan. He was certain they had been with him before
               but now he couldn’t find them.
            

            
            
            The supposed academy looked very much like a castle that was surrounded by a field of bright green grass. He looked through
               the windows and saw what seemed to be legitimate classes.
            

            
            
            Of course, however, they could always be just illusions, he reasoned in his mind. He noticed some other students wandering
               around and went to question them. “Is this actually an academy for wizards?” he asked.
            

            
            
            “Indeed! It’s very advanced training. You are very fortunate to be here,” the student said, as if he were reading from a script.
               Ranth, however, with his mind racing, didn’t notice.
            

            
            
            “And why should I believe you?” Ranth asked.

            
            
            “Because it is the truth, whether you believe it or not.”

            
            
            “What I believe is that you’re a bloody fool,” Ranth said as the student walked away. The young man’s words did, however,
               begin to slightly diminish his doubt. Even so, he elected to gather some more information and went in search of another student
               to question.
            

            
            
            “You, there,” he shouted to a student dashing away from the school, “why are you running?”

            
            
            “This school is too advanced for me. I must leave right away before I shame myself further.”

            
            
            Ranth looked hard at him. “Or you are running because this school is a sham?”

            
            
            “Well, it’s actually quite a nice school. It’s just way too hard for the likes of me.” Ranth once again failed to notice how
               robotically the student was talking.
            

            
            
            “So what happened to only the most promising trainees?” Ranth said to no one in particular. The student then dashed off without
               saying another word, and Ranth headed off to continue his search for Arianna and Meilan, confused even more than he was before.
            

            
            
            After spending a long time in his search, Ranth sat down next to a tree and tried to relax. He didn’t, however, close his
               eyes or become too comfortable, for he was still suspicious of his surroundings and made sure he was still alert. An hour
               passed as he tried to reason out what was happening to him, and then suddenly he caught sight of a strangely familiar face.
            

            
            
            With a gasp he rushed over to the figure. “M-M-Mortimer?” he stammered in disbelief.

            
            
            “Yes?” Mortimer replied with a puzzled expression on his face.

            
            
            “Is this really a school for the most talented wizards?”

            
            
            “Indeed it is. I studied here myself.”

            
            
            “Didn’t you study at Mythardiom?”

            
            
            “Mythardiom?”

            
            
            “Um, never mind,” Ranth said and walked off to find his captors. As he walked, he heard snatches of conversation from the
               students around him.
            

            
            
            “They sure weren’t kidding when they said it was going to be difficult.”

            
            
            “Today’s lesson wasn’t difficult; it was impossible!”

            
            
            “I’m too exhausted to think.”

            
            
            “No more fireballs and lightning bolts for me.”

            
            
            By this time, Ranth was completely convinced of the school’s legitimacy, convinced mostly by the presence of Mortimer. He
               talked to himself while he walked, making it all the easier for his captors hiding in the treetops to discern his final decision.
            

            
            
            “So he has finally decided to stay.”

            
            
            “Excellent! Our masters will be pleased.”

            
            
            “He looks strong and determined.”

            
            
            “He will be a perfect donor,” the second of the two men said with a cackle.

            
            
            They slipped out of the tree unnoticed and went around the back of the school. While Ranth was busy talking to himself, the
               two quickly repositioned themselves in their original location.
            

            
            
            Ranth walked back to where he had first arrived. He found the two men with their faces buried in large tomes. “Well,” one
               of them said, “Have you finally decided what you are going to do?”
            

            
            
            “Of course he has,” the other interjected before Ranth could speak. “He has decided that he would like to study here.”

            
            
            “Yes, I have,” Ranth replied, startled by the second man’s prediction.

            
            
            “Well, good. My companion here will take you to your room.” One of the two stood up. “Your abilities as a wizard will be greatly
               enhanced here at our fine academy.”
            

            
            
            Ranth nodded as he followed the other to a hall of residence within the academy. Soon afterward his guide pointed out his
               room and led him into it.
            

            
            
            Alone at last, Ranth locked the door and then moved the dresser in front of it. Sitting with his back against the dresser,
               he still was not satisfied that he was safe, so he conjured an iron bar and propped it against the door as well. Afterward,
               he moved his bed into the middle of the room so that if someone were to break through the wall he would have time to retaliate.
               It took him a long while to fall asleep. When he finally did sleep, it did not last long, and he was plagued with bad dreams.
            

            
            
            He was shaken awake by a rat-faced man in a robe. “Come, now, it is time to begin the lessons!”

            
            
            The strange man began to drag Ranth out the door. Ranth muttered something about getting dressed when his eyes popped open
               and he shook himself out of his grogginess. “W-What? How did you get in here?”
            

            
            
            “It wasn’t hard,” the man replied cryptically.

            
            
            Ranth decided that there was no way that he was getting a straight answer and so decided to ask something he thought he could
               get a straight answer from. “How many different classrooms do I go to in a day?”
            

            
            
            “One, just one. Now, come, or we will be late.”

            
            
            Ranth nodded and followed the man out the door and into the hallway. As they walked down the stairs, Ranth noted that although
               there were torches merrily blazing along the wall he could not feel their heat. He began to suspect that if he plunged his
               hands into the flame, he wouldn’t feel anything.
            

            
            
            And then there were the walls. When he was far away, Ranth could have sworn they were black until he got close enough to see
               them clearly and they turned grey. He turned around and swore he could see a sort of glimmer over the walls.
            

            
            
            “Don’t look that way, young sir. It is awfully easy to get lost in here.” The man then gave him a look that suggested that
               there were severe punishments for getting lost in this place. As they reached a large wooden door, his guide said, “This is
               the door to your classroom.”
            

            
            
            “May I go in?” Ranth asked.

            
            
            When the man didn’t answer Ranth placed his hand on the door and began to open it.

            
            
            His guide let out a loud shriek. “You cannot enter the classroom without the teacher in there! Who knows what you could be
               up to in there without supervision?”
            

            
            
            “But what about the other students in there?”

            
            
            The guide’s face turned ghostly pale. He fell to the ground on his back and Ranth promptly knelt down to help him up.

            
            
            Unnoticed by Ranth, there was a flash of white light in the room as a wizard appeared and then the door opened, prompting
               a large stampede of students to run hurriedly through the door.
            

            
            
            Ranth struggled to enter the door while being carried forward by the stampede and quickly took the first available seat he
               could find, not wanting to get on the teacher’s bad side.
            

            
            
            “Welcome, class, to our most advance courses. You may call me Mr. . . .,” Ranth saw his eyes scan the room after he paused.
               “Mr. Vase,” he concluded unconvincingly.
            

            
            
            “Ha! Mr. Vase! Is your first name Flower, or Petunia, by any chance?” Ranth muttered to himself. This earned him a stern glance
               from the so-called Mr. Vase.
            

            
            
            “To begin this class, I must first test your strength. To do this, each student must come up and cast a spell into my orb.
               The orb will then tell me how powerful a spell caster you are.”
            

            
            
            He pointed to the first student to come up and take the test. When it came Ranth’s turn, he quickly scanned the class for
               signs of Arianna and Meilan. After he failed to find them, he calmly created the strongest spell he could and unleashed it,
               frowning as there was barely a single spark of energy and he nearly fell to the ground as it seemed his energy was drained
               away. Pale-faced and staggering, he returned to his desk.
            

            
            
            Surprisingly, none of the students seemed to notice or care about his condition. After the next student took the test, Ranth
               watched closely and discovered that the other had not experienced the same symptoms as he had. Perhaps this really is an academy
               for only the most promising trainees and I am not strong enough to be here, he mused to himself as he resolved to strengthen
               his spell-casting abilities.
            

            
            
            The day seemed to stretch on forever as Ranth became wearier and wearier. It took the last reserves of his strength to drag
               himself after his guide as the man showed him the way back to his room. Another odd thing he noticed was that only some of
               the students had guides like his. The others seemed to just roam aimlessly. Once he reached his room, he fell into his bed
               exhausted. While he should have fallen asleep quickly, he couldn’t.
            

            
            
            Something was bothering him. They were supposed to be studying to become stronger magicians but all they were doing was casting
               spell after spell. Was this some sort of endurance-building exercise or something?
            

            
            
            Plagued with doubts, Ranth finally did sleep. The next day’s lessons weren’t any easier. After he had finished eating his
               tasteless lunch, he decided to scout around the academy grounds and slipped out of the cafeteria. He didn’t make it very far.
               While wondering why only some of the students seemed to eat, he bumped into a dead end and when he turned around to go the
               other way, the hall to the cafeteria was in front of him and he found himself walking back into the cafeteria.
            

            
            
            Undaunted, he continued through the cafeteria and out the opposite door. But a few minutes later, he found himself back in
               the hall that led to the cafeteria. In fact, no matter which way he went, his path always led him back to the cafeteria.
            

            
            
            Lunch ended, and he returned to class and his studies. At the end of the day, he was drained of all his strength once again
               and unsure of how long he could keep up this rigorous pace. He staggered back to his room and collapsed onto his bed. He awoke
               sometime in the middle of the night and slipped silently out of his room and down the stairs.
            

            
            
            Carefully, he crept down the hallway and came to a place where he could faintly hear a conversation.

            
            
            “Soon we will be able to power the gem and time will be ours again!” one said excitedly.

            
            
            “Shhh, someone could hear you,” another reprimanded.

            
            
            “Who’s gonna hear me when all the students are too tired to do anything but go to sleep and the illusions are in place.”

            
            
            “The illusions aren’t in place right now.”

            
            
            “Oh, right,” the first one said after a pause.

            
            
            Ranth cursed himself for not paying attention to his surroundings when he heard footsteps and a person clearing his throat.

            
            
            “What are you doing with your ear to the wall?” the other asked with his head cocked to one side.

            
            
            Ranth recognized the other as one of the students. He considered lying but couldn’t think of a suitable excuse. “Our masters
               are planning something. They’re using us to create a power gem.”
            

            
            
            “Really? Here, look into my hand; I have something that can help us see what they’re doing.”

            
            
            “Thanks,” Ranth said. But as he looked into the other’s palm, a white light blinded his vision, and a heavy fist slammed him
               into a wall. He cursed himself for falling for something so foolish and tried to retaliate, but he was momentarily blinded.
               His assailant didn’t hesitate. He fired two glowing orbs, sending Ranth crashing through the wall.
            

            
            
            Groaning, Ranth created an explosive spray of fire, desperately trying to keep his foe away.

            
            
            As Ranth ran off, one of the warlocks watching over the gem said, “Too bad our magic won’t power the gem.”

            
            
            “Keep taunting the boy; he should give us the last magical essence we need.”

            
            
            The master warlock in the hallway who had been posing as a student morphed into his actual form and released a blast of energy
               so powerful the speaker staggered backward and fell to his knees. The warlock smirked as he turned to the second man, cowering
               now like a child. “Don’t forget that I’m the boss around here and you’ll live,” the warlock said as he ran after Ranth.
            

            
            
            “That light should have knocked you out, boy,” the warlock said as he dashed after Ranth. As he rounded the corner, he snarled
               as Ranth dropped down behind him and smashed him in the face with a fist burning with an aura of fire.
            

            
            
            The warlock threw back the hood of his cloak, revealing a masked face, as he nimbly protected himself. He swirled his body
               around and kicked Ranth brutally in the legs as he launched himself into the air and landed neatly on the ground.
            

            
            
            “That’s some advanced magic you have there. Try this!” the warlock said as his foot became enveloped in darkness.

            
            
            Ranth rolled backwards and sprang to his feet, but the other simply teleported behind him and kicked him in the chest. Then
               when the other grabbed him, he suddenly found himself dropping into his classroom, where he noticed that the sun had risen
               and class was in session.
            

            
            
            His warlock assailant followed him into the room; and with a gesture, the hole in the ceiling was repaired and the doors and
               windows unlocked. “Here’s your first lesson, wizards: you’re all fools!” The warlock snarled as he blew a hole in the floor
               and all the students fell into magical cages.
            

            
            
            The warlock laughed as Ranth attempted one last burst of magic, which gave the gem in his pocket the last of the magic it
               needed.
            

            
            
            Dark magic flared in the warlock’s hand once more as he brought a huge disc of darkness into his hands and sent it spiraling
               through Ranth, who screamed in agony as he tried to resist falling into one of the magical cages.
            

            
            
            “Give up, boy!” the warlock said, readying another disc.

            
            
            Ranth’s eyes flared as he created one last spell that would have killed the warlock had not one of the lesser warlocks appeared
               at that moment to take the blow.
            

            
            
            Overcome with a sense of defeat, Ranth stopped resisting and fell down toward the cage. The last sound he heard before darkness
               enveloped him was the warlock’s crazed laughter.
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            The men gathered in the large room.

            
            
            Carefully they placed the orb into the hole in the machine. “At last, my brethren, the machine is set. Before we set out on
               our mission, there is one important thing I must do. You know that we used the illusion of Mortimer to fool those students
               into believing this was an academy. Now, I’m going to add the real Mortimer to our ranks. I take my leave now, my brethren.
               When I return, Brother Mortimer will be amongst our ranks, and only I will know he wasn’t there before.”
            

            
            
            “How will you do this?”

            
            
            “This you all shall see in time. Time is the key,” the masked wizard replied cryptically as he stepped into the portal.

            
            
            For a moment there was nothing but darkness, and then he could see the brightly colored world.

            
            
            As he walked toward Skyhall Castle, he removed his mask and tried to resist the urge to pay his brother wizard a deadly visit
               by recalling a time when the two were left alone to fend for themselves in Dementia. His brother wizard had been different
               then, not this weak fool that he had grown into.
            

            
            
            He alone had decided to stay in the shadowy realm to learn of the strange powers of Spider Demon people. He alone had fought
               his way through legions of demons. He alone had survived. He shook himself from his memories and made his way to the outer
               grounds of the castle, telling himself that Mortimer was vital to the plan.
            

            
            
            Quickly, he made his way to Mortimer’s chamber and tapped on the door.

            
            
            Without fear, a young Mortimer opened the door and said, “What do you want?”

            
            
            “Mortimer, I want to offer you a chance to come to my prestigious academy.”

            
            
            “And why would I want to do that?”

            
            
            “Only the most powerful and promising trainees in all of the known dimensions are even considered to come to my academy.”

            
            
            “Your point being?”

            
            
            “Think of the power you could attain! You could be more powerful than any other wizard in Skyhall!”

            
            
            “What if I’m not interested in power?”

            
            
            “What are you interested in then?”

            
            
            “I want to help and protect the people.”

            
            
            “Well, then, with greater power, your ability to protect and help the people would increase vastly.”

            
            
            “How, then, would I be sure that this is not a scam?” Mortimer asked skeptically.

            
            
            “Come with me and take a tour of my academy.”

            
            
            “And if it’s not to my liking?”

            
            
            “Then I will gladly bring you back here and wish you the very best luck in your future.”

            
            
            “Agreed,” Mortimer said.

            
            
            The wizard smiled and teleported them to the academy.

            
            
            Upon their arrival, Mortimer immediately noticed the wide variety of creatures being taught at the school and the small number
               of students.
            

            
            
            “Please feel free to go in and observe some of the classes.”

            
            
            Mortimer nodded and wandered into some of the classes at random.

            
            
            In one classroom, students were being taught to control the weather. One student was playing with a rain cloud, and another
               was making rock-sized hail fall from the ceiling.
            

            
            
            In another classroom, the students were being taught about lightning. He saw ball lightning inside a jar. He saw lightning
               arcing between two metal rods.
            

            
            
            These and many other wondrous sights amazed him. Deep inside he wished to be able to take these lessons, too, and so he had
               finally convinced himself that he wished to study here.
            

            
            
            He went in search of his visitor. “I wish to attend this academy.”

            
            
            “Excellent,” his visitor said. “I thought you would.”
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            With thoughts of his mission burning clear in his mind, Harken dashed through the streets of Atlantis, weaving in and out
               of crowds.
            

            
            
            He ducked into an alleyway, flew up to the rooftops, and ran as fast as he could to the docking bay. Suddenly his feet hit
               a patch of loose tiles and he slipped off the roof and onto another one, which proved to be poorly made. When he was able
               to see again, he found himself in the middle of a dining table surrounded by an extremely angry family.
            

            
            
            “After all the work I did to make that meal!” the wife screamed loudly.

            
            
            “Young man, you need to watch where you’re going,” the father yelled. The child simply stared wide-eyed at Harken. “I am deeply
               sorry, madam and sir,” he said as he tried to get up.
            

            
            
            “I worked so hard to make that, you know,” she said, not giving up. “I had to unpeel the foil, heat the oven, and wait sixty
               minutes. And now I have to do it all over again!”
            

            
            
            “I expect that will be very exhausting,” Harken said dryly.

            
            
            “Are you being smart with me, young man?” the wife screamed and looked around for something to beat him with.

            
            
            Harken, however, was already back on the rooftops, making his way to the docking bay.

            
            
            Several of his pursuers dashed into the house and knocked over the new frozen package of food the woman was holding. “And
               now you’ve made it so I have to pick it up!” she screamed as she beat on the warlocks with a pan. They levitated through the
               hole in the roof and dashed after the wizard.
            

            
            
            His pursuers paused when they lost sight of him. As they were about to turn back, Harken came flying out of an alley with
               streams of lightning in his hands. Two of his pursuers fell into an alley, leaving only one behind. He lunged at Harken with
               a fist. Harken ducked and jabbed his attacker in the face.
            

            
            
            As he tried to recover, Harken managed to pry his blade free and stabbed him in the foot and sent him flying off the roof
               into the alley. Thankful that there were no more pursuers, Harken continued toward the docking bay.
            

            
            
            “Would you like to buy a roll?” A bread merchant asked pleasantly as Harken dropped down and entered the main town square.

            
            
            “Actually, I’m kinda being pursued by forces of evil,” Harken said.

            
            
            “You don’t say? You know, you don’t get much of heroes being pursued by forces of evil these days. It’s mostly innocent bread
               merchants like myself being pursued by forces of diet books and health consciousness. That’s modern times for you.”
            

            
            
            Harken didn’t reply but dashed off down the square. He stopped for a moment when he realized he wasn’t being pursued. As he
               reached the docks, he saw a single figure garbed in a plain brown robe blocking his way. “I command you to stop,” the figure
               ordered. “If you do not, I will have to stop you by force.”
            

            
            
            Harken smiled. He was more than a match for any renegade wizard. “Be my guest.”

            
            
            “Very well.”

            
            
            “Show him the power of the renegades,” a black-robed figure said. Harken paused. He thought he recognized the brown-robed
               figure. He wanted to say the other’s name, but didn’t. It couldn’t be Mortimer. Mortimer was older, for one thing, and not
               a warlock for another.
            

            
            
            The brown-robed figure began to cast a spell. Harken braced himself for the impact as he conjured a magic shield. He was thrown
               to the floor as the spell tore aside his defenses. “Ouch,” he said to no one in particular; then he dove to one side as the
               other unleashed a ribbon of fire.
            

            
            
            Recovering, Harken launched himself into the air with his force blade drawn, knowing that his foe could easily deflect any
               of his magic.
            

            
            
            The other’s reflexes were legendary. He sprang into the air, parried Harken’s slash, and countered before Harken even realized
               what had happened.
            

            
            
            Harken cursed himself for his mistake and swirled around in the air, bringing his sword slashing downward. With the black-robed
               figure looking on, his foe speedily brought his sword in a parrying uppercut and kicked Harken heavily.
            

            
            
            Harken was spun around, and he grimaced as his foe tossed aside the attack and easily countered. This time, though, Harken
               was ready and he parried the blow and flew closer to the other, bashing him heavily in the face.
            

            
            
            “Enough swordplay!” the black-robed figure called out. He summoned a thousand tiny balls of darkness and hurled them at Harken
               to keep him occupied as his partner began to charge up energy. Harken dove and slashed out again and again, barely making
               it to safety behind a wall.
            

            
            
            The brown-robed figure grimaced as Harken managed to hit him with a sphere of lighting. Then purple sparks began to pulsate
               around him as an intense gale of wind was created as a result of the massive strength of the spell being conjured.
            

            
            
            Harken knew there was no way to avoid such a spell without causing total devastation of Atlantis, so he created the most powerful
               magic shield he could and grimaced as the magic surged toward him.
            

            
            
            When the spell was released, it seemed to Harken that everything was distorted. He grimaced as the impact of the spell hit
               him and fought to keep his footing. The spell broke through his shield and sent him flying backward.
            

            
            
            As he flew backward, he fumbled in his pockets for a small vial of liquid. He popped the top open and flung it into the massive
               purple sphere surging angrily at him. As the anti magic water hit the sphere, it disappeared, allowing Harken to see the massive
               crevice where there had once been a large section of dock.
            

            
            
            “Surrender or be blown away into nothing!” his foe yelled above the din of crashing objects.

            
            
            Undaunted, Harken dashed toward the other; and, as he expected, he was blown backward by the other’s magic.

            
            
            Harken’s thoughts soared as he spotted his vessel. Safety was there if he could make his way past his assailants.

            
            
            He almost managed to escape, but as he opened the door to his ship, the door blasted off, whirled around, and smacked him
               in the face.
            

            
            
            Before he could tumble to the ground, his foes appeared and set upon him. Harken snarled and tried to counter, but the door
               smacked him once again, sending him crashing into the icy-cold water beyond the docks.
            

            
            
            His warlock foe lifted him out of the water with his magic and threw him against a wall.

            
            
            Slowly, Harken slid to the ground and fell into unconsciousness.
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