Chapter One


The Apprentice





	The boy sat up in bed, rubbing his tired eyes from his short, but satisfactory, sleep.  He breathed in the morning’s cold air, that simple wind with the simple chill that smells of refresh, the start of something new.  He swung his feet to the floor of his bed, letting his bare feet touch the cold floor.  The feeling went through him like an arrow, shooting straight at his head and giving him the sharp feeling of pain as though he’d been pricked by a needle.  He quickly moved to his pile of clothing and threw on his breeches, his shirt and tunic, and his sandals.  He then pulled his black hooded cloak about his neck, buttoned it tightly, and put the hood over his sandy-brown hair.  His gray eyes then turned to the window, looking at the pre-morning sun as it quietly crept upon the horizon like some cat peering curiously at a ball of string.  The morning mist hung thickly about the wooded area, filtering about the trees as if it were a spirit gently protecting its trees.  He knew that today would prove to be a good day.  He could feel it.


	The boy left his room and proceeded to the open kitchen area, where he noticed that his mother was up, kneeling before an open fire where she was boiling her morning’s water.  She then heard her son behind her, and turned to face him.  “Jozu!”, she then said, almost startled.  “How are you this morning, my son?”  He wore a simply, barely noticeable smile.  “I’m fine, mother.  And yourself?”  She then stood up.  “I’m a little tired, my son, but I’m fine.  I’ve just got the water boiling for soup.  I’ll be going into town to get us a pig for dinner.  Would you like that?”  Jozu smiled.  “Very much so, mother.”  He then looked towards his mother’s and father’s room.  “How is father?”  The woman’s hopeful face turned to a more worried look.  “He’s......getting worse, my son.  I don’t know what the priests are doing, but they say that they’re doing everything they can to help cure him.”  Tears began to fill her eyes.  “We don’t have enough money to help him.  You know that, don’t you?”  Jozu nodded, very slowly, as his eyes turned to the floor.  “I only wish we were rich enough to get the best priest in the area to lift the sickness from him, but that is impossible.  Your father and I never made much money, but that didn’t matter since there was always food on the table and a roof about our heads.  But ever since this sickness occurred, well....I found that we’ve taken our lives for granted all this time.  We lived simply and happily, and you and your brother would grow up to be wealthy some day as to surpass your mother and father, but now....I....I don’t know what’s going to happen.”  Tears began to stream down her pretty face.


	She then caught herself and sniffed very loudly, then turned to Jozu, forcing a smile from her face.  “You’d better get going, shouldn’t you?”  At this point Jozu, who was also caught in the moment, jumped.  “Oh yes!  Yes, I should.”  He turned to the door, but stopped while in the middle.  He then turned around to face his mother.  She had gone back to the boiling water, now crying to herself.  “Mother?”  She looked at Jozu with sorrow-filled eyes.  “Do you......want me to quit school?”  She jumped to her feet.  “No!  No, Jozu. This means more to you than anything, and I know that.”  “But mother, it’s hard for you and Damen to work the long hours that you do just to keep us fed and sheltered.  If I quit school, I can help you two out.”  The mother tightened her face, knelt before him and stared into his eyes.  “I’ll not let you do that Jozu.  Your becoming a wizard is what is keeping hope in my heart.  Some day, you will have such strong magic that you’ll never have to worry about being hungry or sick, and you will help your family then.  But now you must train hard, and study hard, to become the best in your field.  And if I were faced with the same situation I would always put my schooling ahead of this life because I know my mother would understand.  Don’t you see?”  Jozu pulled his hood off while staring at the floor, helpless.  “No, not really mother.”  She smiled gently, and tilted his head so he would look her in the eye.  “Someday, you will.”  She then stood, and returned to the water.  “Be off, my son.  The master doesn’t like it when you’re late, does he?”  Jozu then jumped again, realizing his tardiness.  “No, he doesn’t.  Goodbye, mother!”  He turned to walk out again, but turned back while in the doorway.  “And....thank you.”  She smiled without facing him.  He donned his hood and ran out the door.


	The walk through the forest every day was a chore, but it was nothing for a boy who’d done it every day since he was very young.  Jozu was now at the ripe old age of ten, when most boys his age had been driven hard into working for their parents in odd jobs around the house, such as plowing, raising animals, or building.  But he was special.  One day, a very honorable priest came to their house to visit his sick father Corbin when he noticed Jozu kneeling in the corner, frightened and sad.  The priest gazed at him, and saw something in him the rest of the family had never seen.  “He has strength.”, the priest said to his mother.  “A strength seen only by the strongest of all beings.  If he trains, someday he will become a powerful sorcerer.”  From that point on, Jozu’s mother had sent him to school every day, hoping that he would become what the priest prophesized.  Jozu leapt at the opportunity to go to school, because so many children never had the privilege.  He was very intelligent, and was interested in learning all that he could.


	Jozu went very quickly, yet cautiously, through the Tordan Wood.  It’s a small forest just outside of the neighboring city of Anchorad, a large, stone-walled fortress of buildings and business.  Housing several thousand people, it was the biggest settlement within a hundred miles.  His mentor, Bordak the Mighty, lived in a tower on the west side of town, where he kept all of his materials.  Bordak was not the best instructor in the world, but he was a very powerful mage.  He used magic that most of the people could only fathom, yet his mind and heart were not always in the right place.  His biggest flaw was his impatience, and Jozu was testing that right now.


	Just then, Jozu felt something.  He stopped.  Peering around the thick fog, he sensed something watching him.  He clenched his fist, knowing that danger was something that was adverse, but not impossible to defeat.  He was not a great mage, but he did know a few simple spells.  Just then he caught sight of what was causing his panic; a large, and very hungry dog slowly walked towards him, foaming at the mouth and baring its teeth.  Its hair on its back stood straight up, and it growled with a tenacious hunger for blood.  Jozu readied himself, knowing that at any time the animal would charge him, so he poised with this hands in front of him.  The animal then got to its feet and bolted quickly towards him.  Jozu then swirled his arms around and shouted “Befu!”  A small bolt of fire leapt from the air and flew straight at the dog, where it then crashed into the animal’s back, singeing the hair.  The dog fell, then quickly turned and ran away, whimpering in pain.  Jozu smiled, knowing his victory was short, but nonetheless a victory.


	The boy continued through the wood, not as carelessly as before, but still quickly.  After a short while he reached the end, where the giant city walls stood.  The stone monstrosity was well over twelve feet in height, and more than a foot thick.  It was strong enough to resist almost any attack from outsiders, which is why he always felt safe while in the city.  He quickly ran to one the western gate to gain access.  At the gate, there were three guards standing, each clothed from head to foot in steel.  Their metal breastplates reflected the now-risen sun, while chain coifs protected their heads.  Each held a wooden spear in hand, while a broadsword rested comfortably in a sheath at their leather belts.  These men were here to protect from evils that may be trying to find their way into the city.  As Jozu approached, one noticed him and stepped forward.


	“Any weapons, lad?”  Jozu shook his head.  “Is that you, Jozu?”  He nodded.  “Oh, I almost didn’t recognize you with the cloak.”  “It’s new,” Jozu replied.  “I just bought it yesterday.”  The guard smiled.  “Well, you best be off to class.  You know that Bordak doesn’t like it when his students are late.”  He nodded, and quickly ran past the gate and into the city streets.


	The city of Anchorad was filled with many two story buildings.  As it was built by the rich, the streets were made from stone like those used in the walls.  They wound endlessly, as it seemed, about each other, showing endless areas that people could go to.  But Jozu knew exactly where he needed to go, and that was a short walk from here.  The tower stood high about the rest of the buildings, making it clearly noticeable from a long distance.  Even as he entered the gate, he saw the massive stone construct in the morning sun.


	The streets were filled with people going about their daily routine; messengers delivering mail, merchants selling from their carts, restaurant owners pestering passer-bys to enter for a drink or something to eat.  Jozu tried to imagine himself as one of those people, doing the same thing every day for the rest of his life.  But it was impossible.  He knew that he had a better fate in store for him, and it was that fate that drove him to study and train as hard as he did.  Eventually, he would own his own tower and train his own students to become powerful mages as well.  But before that time came, he would adventure, seeking truth, knowledge, and fortune.  And he would be good at it.


	Soon, he reached the tower.  He approached the wooden door, and rapped three times on it.  A voice came from inside.  “The password?”  “Kovatu,” Jozu replied.  The door opened to reveal an older man with a large, white beard hanging almost to his waist.  “Jozu!”  His voice snapped with a vigorous tone of anger.  “Where in Camry’s name have you been?!  I’ve been waiting!”  Jozu stared at the ground.  “I’m sorry, master.  I meant not to keep you waiting.”  Bordak huffed.  “Well don’t just stand there!  Get in here!”  As the boy walked into the doorway, the man quickly slammed the door shut behind him and then bolted it.  “Follow me,” the old man ordered.  He began to ascend the spiraling staircase that lead to the top of the tower.  Jozu followed, feeling very guilty about keeping his mentor waiting, but he then had a feeling of how proud his mentor would be the day he found out how his student turned out.  He would make him very proud that he was the man responsible for this greatness the world would soon see in this small boy.


	After climbing, for what seemed like forever, the two reached the top.  The wizard opened the wooden door.  Inside was a wondrous lab filled with inquisitive magical paraphernalia, all that would intrigue even the finest wizards.  Bottles lined his counters, while books piled up in shelves and in the corners.  Human skulls served as candleholders.  Scrolls, tightly bound with red string, lay in carefully-made stacks on the countertops.  A few items made from gold lay about, some looking as though they came from a distant land; a gold-trimmed box with some sort of playing cards, a staff made mostly from bronze, a long dagger with a jewel-encrusted handle.  The most striking feature of the room was a pair of bone human arms that rested gently on the countertop, each hand lined with several gold and silver rings.  There were ten in all, and Jozu was so curious as to what they did.  He hoped that someday he would find out.  Most of the items in this room were dormant and plain, but others, like the dagger, had a soft glow to them, radiating some magical power that, without proper knowledge of, is unknown.


	The old man quickly rushed to his shelves where he retrieved a stack of papyrus documents.  Apparently, they were his latest project.  “Boy!”, the man called.  Jozu promptly snapped to attention.  The man then turned around to face him.  “You and I are going to do something different today.”  Jozu looked curiously.  “We?”, he asked.  He asked this since normally he was instructed to do manual labor before he was allowed to study any magic.  First, he would scrub the floors hard, then polish the bottles and rings with a rag.  He dusted for almost an hour, making sure not a speck of dirt clung to anything in the entire lab.  So when the wizard voluntarily told him to cooperate offhand, he was quick to estimate why.  “Yes,” the old mage responded, “You and I.  I have a very special task for you today.”  Jozu listened intently.  “I have been called for special duty outside town, and I’ll be leaving tomorrow.  But my duties call for a very special, and powerful, spell to be cast.  For that spell, I need to gather several ingredients that I have run out of.  We need to gather those before nightfall tonight.”  Jozu nodded.  “I think it would be best if we wasted as little time here as necessary, so gather my sack for putting the ingredients in.”


	Jozu reached for the sack, but as he did the old man stopped him.  “Wait.”  Jozu looked curiously at his master.  The man then produced a thin, sturdy blade from a sheath on his belt.  “Take this.”  The boy clutched the dagger by its hilt, gazing intently on its presence, as though he was a very young child looking at its first toy.  “You might need to protect yourself where we’re going.”  The boy looked up again at Bordak.  “You have.....concern for my life, master?”  The old man grunted.  “Let’s just say....I’m protecting an investment.”  He then winked.  Jozu smiled, and put the dagger in the sack.  He and the old man then left the room and proceeded down the stairs.


	Soon, the two were out in the open streets of Anchorad.  They quickened their pace to a steady jog, so as to move more quickly out of the city without tiring themselves out.  When the gate guards saw the great wizard approach they immediately stepped to one side, holding their arms honorably to his presence.  Then, Bordak and Jozu proceeded deep into the dark Tordan Wood.


	The morning mist that hung very carefully at morning was now gone, showing a brighter, more hopeful side to the forest.  Trees filtered the sun’s beams through to the ground, where smaller plants grew.  Moss clung to trees like soft, green blankets.  Mushrooms grew on the decaying wood and plantlife, covering them as though sheltering them from the elements.  Flowers grew in sparse locations, giving an altogether different atmosphere to the forest that it originally looks from the outside.  Jozu would’ve liked to stand and appreciate all that the forest offered, but he had a very important job now.


	The two trekked westward, into the darker, more unknown parts of the forest.  “This area is where most of the rare ingredients are,” Bordak explained.  “However, keep a close, and careful eye out.  Bandits, thieves, and demi-humans hang around this area.  They build hideouts and shelters as to evade the law, and to ambush those foolish enough to venture into this part.”  He turned to face Jozu.  “I need you as my apprentice, Jozu.  Don’t get yourself killed.”  He nodded.  “Right.  Now let’s see.....”  The old man paused to think.  “We need four things here, so I’ll look for two and you’ll look for the other two.  We need powder from a Stelcine plant, three Durutser herbs, the heart of a rabbit, and Cras fungus.  Since the rabbit is quick, and the fungus is very poisonous, I shall gather those.  You find the Stelcine plant and the herbs.”  The man then produced two pieces of parchment from his sack, giving them to the boy.  He rolled the two pieces open, revealing pictures and descriptions next to them.  “This should give you all the information you need to gather these two items.”  He rolled them up and nodded.  Bordak then smiled gently.  “Be careful, OK?”  Jozu smiled.  “I will.”  He then ran off into the forest, to find his prey.


	The wood was a dense place when you find yourself this far into it.  The sun doesn’t reach the ground here, and you almost feel suffocated by the thin air.  It began to get darker and darker as you went further in.  Fearing he’d not have enough light, the boy stopped, waved his arms, and chanted “Lunatimas!”  Instantly, a globe of light appeared just above his head, floating just above his hair.  With this, he could see much better.  He proceeded slowly, trying his best to be very observant in finding the herbs and the Stelcine plant.  One was a flower, growing about a foot tall with pink, delicate petals.  The herbs were green, with spots of purple and blue all around them.  He knew that in a forest such as this that finding these would not be an easy task, as the wood blends all the colors together, making it a needle-in-a-haystack complex.  But when thinking of it in that perspective, Jozu felt relief, for he was instructed to find a needle in a haystack, and succeeded.


	Just then, his senses caught something.  He spun to his left, intently cautiously of anything.  Just then, he spotted a pink flower several feet from him.  He smiled.  If finding the herbs was just as easy, he wouldn’t be here for very long.  He approached the leafy plant, carefully, but somewhat hastily.  The light radiating from his light spell brightened the forest very well, but also made him an extremely well-seen target.  That thought just occurred to him.  He stopped, knowing that his sense usually went off when danger hid close by.  He pulled the dagger from inside his pouch and gripped its handle tightly.  He stood ready, focusing on not being surprised by an attacker.  His eyes danced from left to right, trying to find what was causing his fear.  The flower rested carefully next to a large tree that twisted around almost like a snake, and also blocked his vision quite a bit.  He approached the tree cautiously.


	Just then, he heard a twig snap.  He jumped, stopping instantly.  His eyes were full of terror now, and his stomach knotted like a rope.  His breathing became almost hyperventilic.  Sweat dripped slowly from his brow.  He could feel his heart racing at almost the speed of light.  Adrenaline was quickly flowing through his system, keeping him alert, but in the same time afraid.  Another branch snapped, and the boy jumped to face where he heard it.  “Is somebody there?”, he asked.  No response.  His palms became moist, making it more difficult for him to properly hold the dagger.  The sweat began to become more and more dense on his skin, but he dared not think about it.  His concentration lie exclusively on the situation at hand.  He waited.  And waited.  But it seemed as if nothing were going to happen.


	Heavy footsteps were then heard coming from just behind the tree.  Jozu held himself at a ready stance, prepared for the worst.  He was not very good at using weapons, but he was confident enough in his ability to defend himself.  The footsteps approached ever so slowly, crunching the soft leaves of the grasses on the forest floor.  Then, it came into view.  Standing about six feet in height was an overweight, green-skinned man-looking beast with thick, black, greasy hair and a large pig-like snout.  "Orc," Jozu said to himself.  The best snorted with delight as its yellow teeth came into view in a grotesque smile.  He wore a hide-skinned body suit, and held a very dull, very rusted sword.  "You chose ‘da wrong place ta’ enter, my young friend."


	"I'm not your friend!", Jozu shouted back.  He gritted his teeth in anger, but held himself back, knowing that the orc was probably more experienced in using his weapon than Jozu was with his.  He began to backstep, watching the orc’s every move.  The beast, smiling with evil delight, began to creep ever so much closer to the boy with his sword pointed towards his head.  Jozu began to panic, wondering what his next move should be.  He was only a novice mage, and could only cast the simplest of spells, so he figured that casting at this point would be a bad idea.  Not only was his magic inexperience holding him back, but so was his awful skill at weaponry.  He found himself in a very tight squeeze, and then began to think if he’d ever escape from here alive.


	The orc then growled as he charged forward, slashing with the sword.  Jozu darted to the left, barely dodging the blow.  He fell to his knees, tumbled, then stood back up.  The orc spun about to face him.  “Nice bit ‘a acr’batics, boy!  But that ain’t gonna’ save ya’ life!”  The green-skinned monster then lunged again, this time thrusting his blade forward.  Again, Jozu was quick to his feet and successfully dodged another attack.  “Stop movin’, boy!”  The orc turned to face him again, this time a little more cautious to attack.  “I’ll kill ya’!”, the orc grumbled.  Jozu kept a stern look in his eyes, as not to give the orc any inclination that he was afraid.  Bordak had taught him that the point in which you lose the battle is when your opponent knows of your fear of him, so he did everything he could to hide his intense terror for him.  His heart was now racing faster than it ever had in his life, and he was sweating so badly his entire layer of skin was coated with moisture.


	The orc whipped around suddenly, slashing his blade widely in the air.  Jozu ducked his head down, barely missing the sharp edge as it grazed his hair.  As the orc stumbled from his wild attack, Jozu forced his blade forward with both of his hands, stabbing the beast in the stomach.  He howled in pain, falling to his back with the dagger still stuck in his stomach.  Jozu jumped back, knowing he was defenseless now, and looked for a place to hide himself.  The orc screamed and screamed as its thick, violet blood poured from the wound.  It eventually grabbed the small blade, pulled it out, and threw it against a tree.  “For that,” he growled angrily, “you gonna’ suffer, boy!  I’m gonna’ pull out all ya’ teeth, cut all ya’ toes off, then rip ya’ heart out a’ ya’ chest!”  He snarled with ferocity, but lost sight of the boy.  “Come out, litta’ one!”  Saliva drooled heavily from his blood-stained tusks.


	Jozu, in the meantime, found a large tree to duck behind.  Thinking quickly, he dispelled the light spell, as to make sure the orc would not find him.  He had some time to think about his situation.  He considered running, but the orc might be faster, even with his wound.  That was a chance he couldn’t take.  He tried to think of some spells that could help him out, but he only knew the basics.  Earlier today, his firebolt did scare off a wild dog, but against a demi-human such as this it would only cause his skin to blister with heat maybe a little, but nothing more.  He looked down at his hands, which were now coated with the orc’s blood.  Still panicked, his breathing and pulse were skyrocketing.


	Just then, his ear caught a sound to his left.  He ducked.  Just then, the orc swung his blade at where Jozu’s head was just a moment earlier, sinking the blade into the tree where it became stuck.  Jozu quickly bolted to the opposite side, sprinting as fast as he could to get away from the orc.  The monster, angry at his miss but even moreso at his weapon becoming lodged in the tree, grunted with ferocity.  In just a few moments he was able to dislodge the blade from its position.  “Hey boy!”, it shouted.  Jozu quickly spun around, not thinking.  The orc raised the blade above his head, ready to throw it.  But as soon as he did, there was a loud flash of light to his side.  Suddenly, a giant sphere of fire raced towards the beast, then engulfed him.  His screams of agony lasted for a few moments as he charred to death, leaving nothing behind but a pile of ashes.  Just then, Bordak appeared from the side.


	Jozu collapsed, mostly from relief.  Bordak approached with a grim, very disappointed look on his face.  “I told you to be careful, didn’t I?”  Jozu nodded, almost zombie-like.  His body had gone into traumatic shock from the incident.  “I hope that short battle was worth it, Jozu.”  The boy sat up, the pointed behind himself.  Bordak raised an eyebrow in curiosity.  “What is it?”  “The Stelcine plant, master,” he replied.  Bordak, almost impressed now, approached the small pink flower.  “Well, what’ya know?  It is a Stelcine plant.”  The old man quickly picked it and placed it into his sack.  “Did you find anything else?”  Jozu shook his head.  “Well, I was able to get the rabbit’s heart, and the fungus, so all’s we need now is the herbs and we’ll be set.”  Jozu then stood up, shaking the dirt off of his cloak.  Bordak approached him and stooped over him.  The boy looked up.  “Try to be a little more careful in the future,” he grunted.


	Jozu retrieved his blood-soaked dagger from the tree, and used his cloak to wipe it clean.  Bordak then looked north while tilting his head, saying that they were to go north now.  Jozu jogged to his master, then followed him.  He put the dagger back in the sack, smiling at himself for surviving a combat with a monster such as that.  Even though he had a little help, he still thinks to himself that he was the victor.  This day would not be forgotten.


	Bordak then stopped.  Jozu stopped as well, looking curiously at his master.  “See that?”, the old man asked.  Jozu peered forward, trying to see what his master was talking about, but saw nothing but the trees.  He then shook his head at his master.  “There’s a camp of bandits up there.”  Jozu looked again, then saw something.  A silhouette moving to the right.  He almost jumped, thinking that if he were alone right now, he would’ve been taken completely by surprise.  “I’m pretty sure the herbs are around their camp, since the bandits have always known about the value of the herbs to the wizards.  They set ambush for those who are seeking them.”  Jozu felt disgust that people would sink to that low.  


	“OK,” Bordak whispered, “this is what we’re gonna’ do:  you go forward, just a bit, and try to draw their attention.  I’ll be right behind you, so don’t worry.  As soon as their in good position, I’ll strike.”  Jozu felt fear now, since no one wants to be used as bait.  “Are you sure master?”  Bordak smiled.  “Don’t worry.  I won’t let them get to you.”  Jozu swallowed hard.  Bordak then began to step backward, then ran off to one side, leaving the boy out in the open by himself.  He pulled the dagger from the sack, gripped it tightly, and began to walk forward.


	He stepped carefully as he went, as to make sure they didn’t notice him at first.  He figured it would take some time for Bordak to get ready for an assault.  Something in his gut told him to turn back, not to go forward, but that was his instincts talking.  He overrid that thought with the thought of obeying his master, for the worst person is a disobedient coward.  That wasn’t Jozu.  He felt a little relief that, even if he died, he was following orders, so he wasn’t doing anything cowardly or wrong.  He would die a good person and be admitted to the Kingdom of Bliss.  This almost put a smile on his face.  His walk turned into a bold strut, one of supreme confidence that only the bravest warrior’s use.  He felt a serenity that most only experience when on the death bed, one that nothing could possibly go wrong.


	Just then, the thought of his father popped into his head.  How would his father feel about his son being so bold?  He would be proud.  However, another thought of his family popped into his head; the realization of his importance.  His mother, his older brother, his sick father.  Jozu had to take care of them.  He had to live, so as to make sure they had a happy life.  And if he died here, that would never happen.  His family would be in sorrow of losing him, and they would lose their faith in his being the great wizard that the prophet foretold of.  This made him feel afraid, knowing that there was a lot of weight on his shoulders.  He couldn’t afford to die now.  He looked around for Bordak, but couldn’t find him.  Just then, he heard several voices yelling at him, and the loud crunching of leaves as several footsteps charged forward.  Catching himself, he froze, looking up at the bandits that were now running straight for him.  How could he be so careless?


	Jozu spun on his heel and ran as fast as he could back.  Nothing mattered to him now except escape.  Then, he heard a loud explosion behind himself as a giant flash of orange light illuminated the entire forest.  Flames reached up past the canopy.  Then, the charred bodies of about a dozen bandits came into his view.  He stopped running, and looked for Bordak.  The old man was now walking towards him.  “Well done, Jozu.”  He looked around, confused.  “What happened?”  “I took care of them,” the old wizard smiled.  Jozu stood shocked.  “That quickly?”  Bordak laughed.  “When you reach the level of power I’ve achieved, magic become so that almost nothing can stand in your way.  You got the bandits in a large group, running at you, giving me the perfect opportunity to catch all of them with a fireball spell.  Seconds later, crispy corpses are all that’s left.”  Jozu then realized his situation.  “What about the herbs?”  The old man held up a handful of green plants.  “Already got them.”  Jozu smiled.


	“Looks like we didn’t have to spend all day in here today, huh?”  The wizard nodded.  “Well, we should get back.  I still have to get these to a messenger to have them delivered.”  He stuffed the herbs into the sack, then began to walk.  Jozu followed, closely, with a satisfaction of a mission completed.  Hopefully, this scored some brownie points with the old man.


	After a long walk, the two finally came out of the wood and returned to Anchorad, then to the wizard’s tower.  They opened the tower door, ascended the long staircase, and retired to the wizard’s shop.  The old man then went to the countertop and put the sack on it.  He then pulled out each item individually; the heart, the fungus, the herbs, and the Celstine plant.  He then put the heart and the fungus aside, put the other two items back in the sack, and chanted “Futormat!”  Instantly, the bag caught fire.  Jozu jumped.  “Master!?  What are you doing?!!”  Bordak smiled and tossed the ashen bag to the floor, stamping out the fire.  “I didn’t need those.”  Jozu looked at him with a crazed “WHAT?!” look on his face.  “These were a test for you, Jozu.  I wanted to see if you could handle yourself with what you’ve learned so far.  The orc was an illusion created by me, and so were the bandits.  I wanted to see if you could handle the orc in combat, and then I wanted to see if you had enough courage to charge into a suicide situation.  You passed both tests.”


	Jozu felt angry now.  “Why did you do that?!”  Bordak held a solemn look.  “I told you; a test.  The instructor needs to keep his student on his toes from time to time.  If you start slacking, you’ll never get anywhere in this world.  Of all those who are trained, wizards must retain the highest level of discipline in the world.  They must make sure they instruct themselves as much as they learn from their mentors, as to use all the information they’ve been given to its maximum capacity.  Do you see?”  Jozu shook his head, still wearing an angry frown.  “Maybe one day you will.”  Jozu huffed.  “Don’t take it personally, Jozu.  I need to make sure that you’re learning something.  If you’re just ignoring everything I’ve been teaching you, then I’ve wasted my time, and your family has wasted the money for the lessons.  I don’t think either of us wants that.”


	The old man walked towards the door.  “Go home now, Jozu.  Get some rest.”  He opened the door.  “Master?”  Bordak turned back, looking inquisitively.  The boy stared at the floor, showing a worried look that only shows when someone is under tremendous stress.  “Um....do you.....do you think that.....I can be a great wizard like you?”  Bordak smiled.  “The prophets have already told you, haven’t they?”  “But they can’t cure my father’s sickness,” he replied.  “Why should I believe them?”  “Because they’re right.”  He then stepped out of the door, leaving Jozu by himself, feeling confused and alone.





Chapter Two


The Family





	The walk home from Anchorad was no more difficult than that of going to it in the morning.  And since night hasn’t fallen yet, the trip should be even easier.  Jozu left the sack on the counter and left through the wooden door, where he then descended the flight of stone, spiraling stairs.  Upon reaching the bottom, he quickly unbolted the door to the outside, opened the door, and began his homeward jog.


	He pulled his cloak’s hood tightly over his head as the evening approached with a stern chilliness.  The cooler weather was soon turning into winter.  This worried Jozu more than anything, for the winter months would be the most trying for the family to stay alive.  His father was bedridden with a terrible sickness that he contracted more than a year ago.  Ever since, he’s been fed every day by hand, and he can do little more than talk.  And suffer.  Jozu feels so bad about his father’s situation that he almost blames himself at times, feeling that it’s his prophetic nature that is ailing his father.  Maybe he should just leave and never return, and perhaps that would cure his father.  But learning from Bordak is more important to him than anything, for not many children get the opportunity to train to become sorcerers.


	After getting to the gate, the guards waved him through, all still standing readily at attention.  Anchorad was a town populated with very little crime due to the efforts of devoted, strong individuals such as these.  It is the guard’s duty to protect the people, and to punish the wicked.  Evil has no place in Anchorad, and they are here to make sure it never will have.  Jozu admired the guards, and often thought of being one himself.  He dreamed of being the brave soldier that stood up to the evil orc general when he came to attack the city.  During a fierce melee in single combat, Jozu would slay the green-skinned beast in front of the entire army, causing them to panic and run.  Then everyone would praise him.  It was usually at that point that someone noticed his daydreaming, and brought him back to the real world.


	The woods were no more intimidating than this morning.  Since the mist was lifted, and had not yet returned, seeing through the trees was a breeze.  It was very quiet tonight, making Jozu feel a little at peace.  After today’s incident deeper in the forest he breathes a sigh of relief to silence.  It is usually these times that the boy lets his mind wander a bit, daydreaming about being a grand hero someday.  The brave knight that saves the king, the powerful sorcerer that stops the dragon from destroying the town, the thief that steals for the poor to give them a chance at life.  He loved to see himself as the center of attention in every situation.  All eyes would praise him for the deeds that he would accomplish, and many felt as though they were in the company of divinity when in his presence.  It was also times that he did this that things happened without him noticing.  Like right now.


	Jozu looked down to realize he’d gotten his foot caught in a log.  He rolled his eyes.  He jerked and jerked his leg with all his might, but the log refused to release his sandal from its grip.  It occurred to him that he was extremely vulnerable at this point, and if there were another wild dog like this morning he’d be a feast in a matter of seconds.  This thought panicked him, causing him to jerk uncontrollably with his leg, trying to free it.  Just then, his danger sense went off.


	He froze.  If his sense was telling him of something close by, it was probably watching him at this very moment.  As like before, his pulse quickened.  The feeling of thousands of butterfly wings scraping the inside of his stomach became apparent.  He felt fatigue as well, like that of a broken soldier who’d sooner give up than continue to fight because of exhaustion.  He was tired of being afraid, and having to defend himself.  He just wanted to get home.


	Then, he heard a noise.  It sounded like a branch being disturbed in some way.  But from where?  He couldn’t place where the sound came from.  He looked all around in circles, carefully watching everything in his field of vision, but it was to no avail.  The sense remained, telling him that whatever it was was not going away.  He then began to jerk his leg again, thinking that if he freed himself in time he might be able to escape.  But which way to run?  Everything was surrounded by woods, and he didn’t know where the sound came from, so he could head straight into whatever was there.  Thoughts of terror flashed into his mind; was it a creature or a man?  How big?  What does it have on it?  Is it hungry?  All the things that they tell you never to think about in a panic situation came up in his mind.


	Another noise.  This time, he jumped a little, feeling the fear sensation race from his stomach to the back of his neck.  Another noise.  This time he knew where it came from, but he needed to get free of the log before he could act.  If worse came to worse, he’d wait until it got really close and cast a light spell to blind it.  That thought gave him confidence.  He held his arms out at about his chest, waiting for the right moment to begin casting.  Sweat now dripped from his brow.  His fingers twiddled with anticipation.  His eyes shifted from one place to another, looking for whatever it was in order to prepare for it.


	It then started coming towards him.  He crouched a little, then started to wave his arms around.  “Luminatis!”  The ball of light appeared between his hands, floating like a fiery orb.  Rays of magical light flooded the wood around him, making everything as visible as though it were daylight.  The creature then came into view; the monstrous, dark figure of a......raven?


	The bird floated to the ground and cocked its head curiously at the globe of light.  Jozu was taken aghast.  It was a bird!  A harmless bird!  He chuckled to himself and dispelled the light.  “You scared me!”, he yelled at the bird, who looked curiously at him.  It then flew to the top of a tree and perched itself, ready to find its next meal.  At that point, Jozu was able to finally free his sandal from the hole in the log, and continued his journey home.


	He then saw his house just ahead.  A gentle stream of smoke rose from the chimney.  The front looked freshly swept, and the windows were open.  Jozu felt relief that he was finally home, and he could rest for a while.  He cautiously approached the door.


	Upon opening it he found his mother in basically the same position as he’d seen her this morning; stooping over a pot of food.  “Mother?  I’m home.”  She turned to him.  “Hello, Jozu.  How was today’s lesson?”  He huffed.  “That old man!  He tricked me to test me!”  “Well how do you mean, Jozu?”  The boy walked in and closed the door behind himself.  “He made illusions to test me to see how brave I was.  I was so scared!  There was an orc, and some bandits, and everything!”  The mother smiled.  “Sometimes its necessary to find out how much you know to see if you’ve learned anything.”  “Yeah!”, Jozu grunted, “That’s what Bordak said.  But I don’t see why he has to scare me half to death to find out how much I’ve learned!”  “You’ll understand what he’s doing when you get older, Jozu.”  She went back to her cooking.  Jozu went into his room to change his clothes.


	Every time he comes into his room after a long day he feels a sort of sanctuary that can be felt nowhere else.  This room was sacred to him, the place that was basically his property, and only his.  He had all of his personal stuff arranged just the way he liked it.  It’s where he could get privacy from the rest of the family, and where he spent every night sleeping on his bed.  This room meant a very lot to him.  He quickly found his other clothes; his soft tunic, his other pair of breeches, and his soft socks.  He undressed and quickly threw his new clothing on, admiring how comfortable they feel even after putting them on for the hundredth time.  Sometimes change wasn’t necessary for him to enjoy his life.


	He then returned to the living area where his mother was still tending to the stew.  It smelled really good; vegetables and pork.  There were two fresh loaves of bread sitting on the table as well, and a bottle of red wine.  Tonight’s dinner was going to be good.  Just then, a voice called from the master bedroom.  “Celes?”  Jozu’s father was awake.


	The mother quickly got to her feet and hurried into the room.  Jozu was left to think by himself.  He pitied his father for having to suffer the way he did day in and day out.  He wished, at times, that he could take away his pain and suffer it himself so his father could continue with his life.  Jozu was always willing to sacrifice himself for the benefit of others.  That’s one of the qualities that made him a truly good person in everyone else’s eyes.  He’d break his back to please, and often had to.  But, in the end, it was always worth it; all the pain, all the labor, all the sweating, aching, and fatigue was worthwhile when the finished product came into view for all those to see.  Jozu hoped that his quality for giving to others would never disappear.


	Jozu wanted so badly to go to see his father, but he didn’t know if he was well enough to talk.  He wanted to tell his father about his day, and to ask him some very important questions, like that of how he thought of his training.  He had asked him before about going to the mage school, but he never felt like he got an honest answer from him.  His father would say, “It’s something that takes a lot of work.”  That was it.  Nothing positive or negative.  He didn’t know if that meant that he thought of it as good, since it was challenging and required fanatical endurance to face.  Or if it was bad, that he was wasting the family’s money doing it, and that he should really help his mother and brother out around the house.  Either way, he still wanted to know the answer.


	Celes returned from the room with a single tear still hanging to her cheek.  Jozu looked concerned.  “Is something wrong, mother?”  She laughed gently.  “No, Jozu.  I just.......sometimes feel so bad for your father.”  She tried very hard to smile, but it wasn’t coming.  “I love your father very much, and when I see him like he is, I just.....I.....”  She couldn’t finish, but buried her face in her hands.  Jozu approached her turned back and wrapped his arms around her.  She was sobbing.  Jozu could feel her pain as though it were his own.  Another gift of being a mage; the sensory ability to know exactly how people feel.  She could do nothing but weep softly, feeling nothing but despair.  “Someday I’ll make it all better, mother.”  She tried again to smile, but again failed.  “What if your father doesn’t make it to that day, Jozu?”


	Jozu had never thought about that.  He was so confident that he would gain all his powers before the sickness consumed his father’s life.  But the reality of her hypothetical question hit him like a thousand swords.  Now he felt the despair of helplessness.  His confidence in his future ability to conjure magic always made him look optimistically on his father’s situation, but now he could feel nothing of that sort.  Despair was all.  All.  It almost felt like he was already dead.....


	Just then the front door swung open.  The two turned to look to see who it was.  “Damen!”, Celes said, very startled.  He was in his middle teens at this point, almost as tall as his father.  He held a large bunch of chopped lumber on his right shoulder.  His face was dirty and worn.  He bit the glove on his left hand and yanked it off with his teeth, then walked into the room.  His breeches were coated with a thin layer of dirt while his shirt matched.  His leather boots were almost unrecognizable from the amount of mud on them.  “Where’dya want the wood, mother?”  She pointed to the corner.  “Just put it with the rest.”


	He walked over and dumped the wood onto the rest of the pile, then turned back to Celes and Jozu.  “What’s with you two, anyway?  Ya’ act as like somebody died.”  His eyes then flashed open.  “Father!”  He turned to run into his room, but Celes raised her hand and stopped him.  “He’s fine, Damen.”  He breathed a sigh of relief.  “I’m just......sad that he’s suffering.  That’s all.”  Damen then looked at Jozu.  “And I suppose you’re just sharing that with mom, eh?”  His voice sounded almost condescending, angering Jozu.  “Hey!”  “Boys!”, Celes snapped.  “That’s enough.  Jozu’s had a rough day, and your father’s still sick, so let’s not fight about anything.”  Damen huffed.  “Why does he get to do whatever he wants, and I get stuck with all the work!?”  Celes gave him a look of “I don’t feel like arguing right now,” causing him to back down.  “What’s for dinner anyway?”  “Pork stew,” Celes replied.  Damen smiled.  “Man, that sounds good right about now.  I’m gonna’ go change.”


	Damen went into his room.  Celes returned to the stew.   Jozu, feeling as though he should help out somehow, grabbed a few of the logs from the pile to help fuel the fire.  He then threw them under the pot, making sure they would catch.  Celes smiled at him, then ran her hand through his hair.  “Damen feels like you’re the favorite, Jozu, but your father and I said that if we had two children that we’d treat them just the same.  And we do, but the responsibilities are different.  You go to class,  Damen does the housework.  I cook and clean, Damen chops the wood, plows the ground, and does all the other hard labor.  You go to school, and run the errands in town.  So, you see, we all have our fair share of work to do, right?”  Jozu nodded while his eyes gazed at the fire under the pot.


	Fire had always fascinated Jozu.  The way it swirled and danced around made him think it was some kind of spirit, even though he knew better.  It was magical, the way it consumed while it provided, it heated to cook for good but was also capable of burning.  A neutrality that existed within its energy intrigued him.  So many people depended on such a thing as fire to help them with their lives.  It is something that many could take for granted, but Jozu never did.  Every time he saw a fire he fully appreciated every moment he spent staring at its wondrousity, losing himself as though hypnotized.


	Damen returned with his relaxing clothes and sat next to his mother, grunted as he got comfortable.  “It’s gonna’ start snowing soon.  We’re not gonna’ find good wood like that for too much longer.”  Celes sighed.  “I know.  Winter’s going to be tough on all of us.”  Damen looked up towards the hallway.  “Is father.....all right?’  Celes nodded.  “He’s all right, Damen.  He’s just feeling some new pain that’s never been there before.  That’s all.”  Damn punched the floor.  “Damn!  Why can’t those priests just heal him?!”  He breathed heavily with anger.  Celes sighed again.  “We can’t afford it, Damen.  Between the two of us working, and what little we had saved when your father was working, we just can’t afford the prices that the priests are charging us.”  A moment of silence passed.  Damen then stood up.  “By the gods, if I saw one of those bastards on the street I’d give him a piece of my mind!  And my fist!”  He then punched his fist into the palm of his other hand.  Celes looked with disapproval.  “You’d never hit a holy man, would you Damen?”  “Sure I would!  What makes them so damn special anyway if they can’t help us!?”  He then tromped back into his room.


	Jozu shook his head.  His brother, the good person that he was, had a rough temper.  It seemed that every little detail was enough to set him into a rage.  He reminded Jozu of one of those critics who stare at art; if a simple flaw is seen, the entire piece is ruined.  He felt that Damen should give a little more credit to things that he discredited, but he also knew that once Damen makes up his mind, there’s no going back.  That’s it.  Jozu was more rational and open-minded, which made him easier to get along with.  Damen showed more dogma than cooperation.  This was a character scheme that didn’t settle too well with the brother’s.


	“Can I see it?”, Jozu asked, pointing at the closed pot.  Celes took a potholder and pulled the lid from the boiling stew.  A rich aroma filled the air as steam rose from the uncovered dish.  Fresh vegetables and hearty chunks of pork.  Jozu closed his eyes and inhaled the freshness of the cooking smell, smiling the whole time.  It was times like this that he realized how good it was to be alive, and how he could fully appreciate the good qualities in life such as fresh food, schooling, and his health.  But every time he thought of this, he also felt his sorrow for his father’s position.  It always put a frown on his face, no matter where he was or what he was doing.  This is the closest he’d ever been to a catastrophe, and it was definitely close enough for him.


	At that moment, Damen returned to the living area with a cloth in his left hand and his short sword in his right.  Leisure time at night meant that the family could do whatever it wanted, and one of Damen’s favorite pastimes was to polish his weapon.  He kept very good care of it because, to him, it was a very sacred item.  Jozu’s father gave it to him when he was five years old, in fact on Jozu’s day of birth.  Ever since that day, he’s treated the sword like a part of him, as though it were an extension of his own soul.  He wasn’t able to use it when he was younger, but now that he’s almost grown he’s become very familiar with using it.  He was always sure to wipe away any dirt or rust that may have accumulated on it during the course of the day.  He usually brought out his sharpening stone along with it to make sure the blade was as sharp as it could get.  He kept it in a leather sheath that looped through his belt, always careful never to cut himself when drawing it or putting it away.  The blade itself was made of heavy steel, very fine quality.  The hilt was fashioned from steel as well, but Damen wrapped a leather strap around it to tighten his grip and to make it feel less cold to touch.  He had to replace the leather every few years due to the deterioration that is caused by handling it.


	Damen planted himself near the fire and began to rub the blade with his cloth.  Celes most often disapproved of his fondness for the weapon, even though her husband had given it to him for a very special reason.  The weapon was for Damen to use to protect himself, and to protect his family.  Damen understood that that was all the weapon was to be used for, never to attack or to rob.  He was not training under anyone in particular, but did have some of the city guards show him a few techniques on how to use it.  Every day, he practiced as much as he could with his weapon, whether it was just before he went to sleep at night, or if it was for several hours during the afternoon.  Damen felt that if his younger brother was to be a wizard, he should train himself in the art of person combat, rather than spells.  He had no interest in holiness, so priesthood was out of the question for his career.  He only saw himself as a soldier, defending his lord’s lands from invading hordes.  He wanted to be a hero as much, or maybe even moreso, than his brother.


	The night was very peaceful.  A gentle breeze blew softly through the forest trees, into the windows of the house.  Jozu waited patiently for his supper to become ready for eating, but Damen looked as though he were going to die from anticipation.  “When’s it gonna’ be ready, mom?!”  Celes would always give Damen a scolding look when he acted up.  “When it’s ready, and not before.”  Damen huffed.  “Whatever.”  Celes just rolled her eyes and returned to watching the stew.  Jozu gave Damen a disappointed look, to which he responded with a “What?!”, very angrily.  Jozu shook his head and returned to watching the pot with his mother.  “You’re too impatient, brother.  You know that?”  “Yeah?!  Well, the stew should cook faster!”  Damen then began to pout.  Usually, Jozu tried to ignore his brother if he started to act like this.


	Jozu then remembered that supper required cooking utensils and dinnerware, so he rushed to the kitchen and fetched four bowls and four spoons.  He then snatched a mug with his free hand.  He returned to his mother and gave her the bowls.  “Thank you, Jozu.”  He set the mug on the floor, then went back to fetch two more.  By this point Damen, feeling guilty about doing nothing, grabbed a mug for himself, so the whole family was set.  Damen went over to the wine and pulled the cork out with his teeth.  “Damen!”, his mother scolded.  “That’s not how we open those!”  Damen shrugged.  “So?  It’s the way I like to open them!”  Celes turned back around, shaking her head helplessly.  “Your father and I tried to teach you good manners, boy.  Looks like we failed.”  Damen then shrugged again.


	Celes uncovered the stew again, smelling its rich aroma as Jozu had.  He could smell it just as well from where he was sitting, since, for some reason, he was gifted with very potent senses.  His eyes were flawless, his touch was extremely sensitive, he could hear things even with a lot of noise going on, and his sense of smell was like that of a bloodhound.  He was about to use his taste, as soon as the food was finally prepared.  He could hardly wait now.  His mother then sipped a small portion with the wooden stirring spoon, tasting very carefully.  She then raised an eyebrow to her son.  “I think it’s done.”  Jozu jumped up.  “Yes!”


	Celes then proceeded to dish out the stew into the wooden bowls, filling all four of them.  Jozu picked up his, and attempted to go for another when his mother grabbed it first.  “I’ll take it to your father, Jozu.  You just eat out here.”  He looked up at her as she stood to go to her room, puzzled as why she wanted to do that.  She then left, very quietly, leaving Jozu looking at her very confused.  He then turned back to his brother with the same look, but all he got from him was a shrug before he returned to eating.  Jozu shook his head, figuring it was nothing.  He used his spoon to find big chunks of meat and vegetables, scooping them onto his spoon them gobbling it up.  His taste buds almost went through the roof; the best food he’d eaten in quite some time.


	Jozu then remembered the bread, so stood up and walked to the table where they were waiting, very patiently for someone to eat them.  Jozu figured they were waiting for him.  He fished around the kitchen for a knife to cut the bread, when his brother stopped him.  “I’ll cut it.”  “No!”, Jozu whined.  “You always get to!  I want to this time.”  Damen held his arm out to block his brother.  “I said I’ll do it!”  “Why can’t I cut it?”


“Because you can’t use a knife yet.”�“I used a dagger today.”�“Oh yeah?  Where?”�“In the forest.  I stabbed an orc in the gut.”�“Yeah right!  If you’d seen an orc, you wouldn’t be here right now!  He’d ‘ve gutted you like a fish.”�“That’s what I did to him, only it wasn’t real.  It was an illusion made by Bordak.”�“Oh, that’s a good one.  Why would he make an illusion?”�“To test me.  He said that I was to be tested to make sure I was learning something in his class.”�“Yeah, right.  You just daydreamed it while you were sweeping up his tower, didn’t you?”�“No!  I didn’t!”�“Yeah you did!”�“No I didn’t!”�“Boys!!”


	The two spun to see their mother standing in her doorway with a bowl in her hand and her other hand’s finger to her lips.  “Quiet down!  You’re father’s trying to get some sleep.”  The boys backed down from each other, but not before glaring at eat other once.  “I’ll cut the bread for everybody, OK?”  They both nodded.  They always respected their mother, never crossing lines with her.  It was also comforting to know that she had the final word in any decision made in the house, as to eliminate confusion as to what’s right and what’s wrong.  Mostly, she just did what she did to settle conflict and keep everybody quiet.  Mothers are like that.  She went to the counter and found a sharp knife, then went to the bread.


	Damen grabbed the mugs from the floor and went to the table to fill them.  He was careful, since it wasn’t very well lit around the table’s area.  He grabbed the glass wine bottle and poured a generous portion into one of the mugs, then filled another about as half full as the first.  “This one’s yours, Jozu.  The first one’s mine.”  Celes put her hands on her hips.  “Now that’s just selfish, Damen.”  “But mom!”, he defended, “Jozu isn’t gonna’ drink all that anyway!”  “No he’s not,” Celes retorted, “but that’s no reason to pour that much for yourself anyway.  Make sure there’s some for your father.”  “I was just about to pour yours and father’s.”  He then poured the mugs as full as he’d done with Jozu’s, making Celes even more irritated.  Damen, sensing her anger, backed off.  “What?”  “Nevermind, Damen.”  She grabbed the two mugs and retreated to her bedroom.


	Jozu and Damen returned to their spot on the floor next to the fire.  “Mom’s kinda’ mad at you, Damen.”  He shrugged.  “So?  I worked all day, so it’s time I get a little appreciation for the work I do.”  “Well, you don’t have to treat mom like that.”  He shrugged again, then went back to his eating.  After a while, Celes entered from the bedroom, looking as though she’d been crying again.  She brought the two mugs from the room out, one half empty, the other not even touched.  “What’s wrong with father?”  Celes shook her head with a very grim look on her face.  “I don’t know, Jozu.  He says he doesn’t want the wine.  He wants water.”  Jozu immediately jumped to his feet.  “I’ll get some from the well.”  “Thank you, dear.”  Jozu fetched a wooden bucket from the kitchen area and ran outside.


	The family was blessed with a fresh water spring very close to their house.  Getting water was only a rope’s crank away.  Jozu ran out to the old stone well, admiring how it was still basically together even though it was older than he.  Patches of light green moss decorated the well with a softer, more casual look than that of a shoddy-looking grey-stoned construct with little heart.  To Jozu, buildings didn’t look half as good if they didn’t have some sort of plants growing on them, vines especially.  He wanted his house to be decorated with as many vines and flowers as he could find.  He jumped up to the well’s brim, looking down into it.  The moon lit the water on the surface as it was reflected from it, giving Jozu a little room to see with in the darkness.


	He then turned the old wooden crank on the side, twisting the handle very slowly as he wasn’t strong enough to spin it quickly.  The old rope groaned and squealed as it was being raveled into the rafter from the crank, mostly due to its extreme age.  It never had been replaced since its construction.  The metal bucket slowly came up on the rope, full of clear water.  As soon as it was in distance the boy reached in, grabbed it, and poured its contents into the other bucket he brought out.  He then returned the bucket to the bottom of the well, and carried the full one back inside, waddling as he walked due to its tremendous weight.


	Upon seeing his struggling, Damen fetched the bucket from the boy’s arms.  Jozu panted heavily from relief of being relieved of the bucket’s weight from his arms.  He never was a physically strong boy, but what he didn’t have there he made up for with his mind.  He was thinking that at this very moment.  Damen quickly put the bucket of water on the countertop, where his mother then collected some into one of the mugs which Damen had emptied into his own.  She then hurried into her room once again, leaving the two boys alone in the living room.


	“I don’t get it,” Damen said while scratching his head.  “Mom’s been acting this way all day.”  “I know,” Jozu agreed.  “It’s weird.”  Damen then looked at his brother, who returned his look.  “Do you think something’s gonna’ happen to father?”  “I dunno’.”  Damen got a very worried look on his face, and Jozu shared that.  They both felt sorrow, though something was seriously wrong with their father, even though they didn’t really know anything.  Celes returned, again with a depressed look on her face.


	Damen was getting worried, which didn’t happen very often, and shared that emotion with his impatience.  “Mom, what’s going on?  You’ve been acting funny all day.  What’s wrong with father?”  She shook her head while closing her eyes.  “He doesn’t think he’ll live much longer.”  A feeling like an arrow being shot into the back suddenly hit Jozu.  “What do you mean?!  Is he gonna’ die soon?!”  “I don’t know, Jozu.”  She went back to sitting on the floor, swirling her stew with her spoon.  Jozu wondered why there was such an expensive dinner tonight, as though it were a special occasion, but he didn’t question it since he was all for the idea.  He lost his appetite right there, unable to finish the stew he’d taken, so he returned his uneaten portion to the pot.  Damen did the same.


	“Can we see him, mother?”, Damen asked.  Celes breathed deeply, then gave out a sigh.  “I don’t know.  He’s trying to sleep right now, but I don’t know if he’s asleep yet.”  Jozu gazed widely at his mother.  “Well don’t you think we oughta’ talk to him, in case this is his last night here?”  “Jozu!”, his mother snapped.  “Don’t say such a thing!  We don’t know anything about how well he is, so don’t think he’s going to die tonight!”  Jozu sat back, staring at the floor.  “OK.”  Celes then reconsidered what she’d said.  “I think it might be a good idea for you to talk to him, Jozu.”  Damen then stood up.  “What about me?”  “You’ll get your turn, after Jozu.”  Damen then looked angry.  “Why does he get to go first?!”  “Because I said so.”  Damen sat back down to pout.  Celes then urged him to her room, where he then quickly got to his feet and quietly walked into his father’s room.


	He crept slowly to the door, knowing that since there was no light in the room it would be hard to tell if his father was asleep yet.  He peered, looking at him as he lay in bed, very quietly.  He then slowly walked forward, hoping that his father wasn’t yet asleep and would notice him.  His father was almost propped against the wall while lying on his back, covered up with a single green blanket.  His withered, sickly hands held the top of the covers.  His hair was mangled and unkept, looking very greasy and unwashed.  His feet were covered by the blanket, but Jozu could tell that they were heavily swollen.  His father almost looked like he was already dead.  A grumble came from the man.  “Jozu?”  He nodded while smiling.  “It’s me, dad.  How are you?”  The father then tried to sit up from his bed, pulling his blankets over his chest to keep him warm.  “So, my son, what brings you to my room?”  “Well,” Jozu began, “I just wanted to talk to you.”  Even in the darkness, Jozu noticed him smile.  “Anything in particular?”  “Well, I had a strange day.”


“Oh?  How’s that?”�“Well, the wizard took me out to find some herbs for him, but it turns out he was just testing me to see how much I knew from his teachings.”�“Really?  Howso?”�“He made these illusions that were very real.  He wanted to see if I was clever enough to survive being on my own if the situations he created were real.”�“How did he do that?”�“He made this really ugly orc.  I saw it, and I thought it was real, so I tried to get away, but the orc was too good.  So I stabbed it with my knife and tried to run.”�“So you passed?”�“I guess so.  He then made these bandits that charged at me when I approached them.”�“You approached them?”�“Bordak told me to just walk forward, get their attention, and he’d take care of the rest.  I was sure that he would help me out if something was about to happen, so I wasn’t really afraid until I thought about how I’m supposed to help out the family and be great someday.  At that point, I felt very afraid of dying, so I turned around to run, but by that time Bordak had already destroyed the illusions.  He said he wanted to see how brave I was.”�“And you must be.  Not many in your situation would’ve had the confidence you do to be brave enough to walk into that like you did, since you feel you have so much riding on your shoulders.”�“Well, Bordak’s a great wizard.  He’d never let me down.”  The man then chuckled.


“I guess not.”  Jozu changed his tone.


“Father?  Do you think that........that I should quit school?”  He peered at him curiously.


“Do you want to quit?”�“No, no!  That’s the last thing I want to do.  But mother and Damen have such a hard time keeping things going here that I thought I should help out with the work and not spend the family’s money on lessons for magic.”  His father shook his head.  “Jozu, it’s those lessons that’re keeping this family together.  It gives us something to look forward to.”  The man then shifted, as though trying to get more comfortable.  “Sometimes, even when there’s little chance for success, it’s the hope that really counts.  Hope gives us something to hang on to, to pray for, to help us look to the future.  And, at times, that’s what we really need; hope.”�“You mean that, father?”  He nodded.  “’Cause I wasn’t sure, and I wanted to make sure that this was OK with you and mother before I did it.”�“Jozu, we thought about your lessons a lot before you started taking them, and we agreed that it was the best thing for both us and for you, so don’t worry about us.  OK?”�“OK, father.”  Jozu then stepped up and grabbed his father’s hand, rubbing it.  He smiled, and his father returned it.  Just then, Celes’ voice was heard from the hallway.  “Jozu?  Are you finished?”  He turned back.  “Yes, mother.”  He backed away from his father, smiling and feeling pride.  “Corbin, your other son wants to talk to you too, if that’s all right.”  The father shifted again, back to a comfortable position.  “Send him in.”  He smiled at Jozu, who returned his smile.  He then left the bedroom.


	He went back to his room to his bedroom to undress.  He then went to his bed, lying on his back and thinking about what his father said.  He was very proud to be his father’s son, very proud.  And someday, he promised himself that he’d make his father even more proud than now.





Chapter Three


Defend





	Morning broke as it had yesterday, but maybe a little softer.  The sun wasn’t quite up yet, making Jozu feel a little confident that he’d beaten the sun before it rose.  He smiled, swung his feet to the floor, fetched his clothes from the heap on the ground, quickly dressed, then headed for the front door.


	Celes was not awake yet, nor was Damen.  Jozu did his best not to awaken them by tiptoeing around the house as quietly as he could.  He looked to see what was left of last night’s stew, and discovered quite a bit was left behind.  He felt that it would be OK if he ate just a little bit of it before he left, seeing as how he was up earlier than normal.  He fished a spoon from the countertop, scooped up a heavy portion of it, and swallowed it.  Ah!  Now that feels good!


	Even though it was a little cold, the stew still tasted as good as it had last night.  He then went out back to the well and pulled a full bucket to the top.  He sat the bucket on the edge of the well and raised a cupped handful of water to his lips, swallowing the cold water.  That felt even better than a taste of the stew.  He then got another handful of water, and afterwards returned the bucket to the bottom of the well.  He figured that he had nothing else to do, so he ventured to the woods to get to Anchorad.  He felt as though today would prove better than yesterday.


	This morning’s trek through the woods was uneventful, save for Jozu watching with awe as the sun rose in the distance.  The trees seemed even more calm this morning than yesterday, but the fog was not there.  Having no fog made visibility better, so Jozu was not at all afraid of going into the woods.  Eventually, the edge of the wood came into view where the city walls waited patiently.


	The guards were at the front gate again, and the familiar one greeted Jozu again.  “Off to see the wizard?”  Jozu nodded.  “I’m sure he’s not as displeased as he was yesterday.  You know how he hates tardiness.”  Jozu nodded furiously.  “Boy, do I!”  The guard huffed out a laugh.  “Well, you have fun Jozu.”  “I will,” he replied.  The boy then waved to the guard and walked inside.


	Bordak’s castle was still not very far from the entrance.  People were doing the same thing as yesterday; running errands, delivering messages, pestering people, etc.  It seemed, to Jozu at least, the monotony was almost overwhelming.  Doing the same thing day in and day out would prove to be a tedious, unfulfilling duty that would test the patience and sanity of any living being.  He knew that, one day, he’d be able to do things these people couldn’t even fathom, couldn’t even begin to understand.  And these things would make him revered and honored by all those who came in contact with him.


	Again, he walked to Bordak’s door and rapped on it.  A voice from inside called “the password?”  “Kovatu,” Jozu replied.  The door swung open to reveal the old wizard with a look of ferocity on his face.  Jozu was taken aback by this.  “Something wrong, master?”  He snarled.  “I didn’t realize that our little adventure yesterday set us behind.  Now get in here and get ready for some serious work!”  The old man shoved a broom and bucket into the boy’s hands, then he pointed to the top of the tower.  Jozu sighed with disappointment, but walked in the door and began the long climb to the top.


	He got to the laboratory to find it very messy.  Dust had collected everywhere, while a couple of cobwebs had accumulated themselves in the corners.  “Damn,” Jozu thought to himself.  Neglect was one thing that he’d been taught to avoid.  You are always to take good care of the things you’re in possession of.  He saw that many of the scrolls on the counter were as dusty as the floor, as were the skeletal hands and potion bottles.  This would take him all day.


	He started in the back corner, near the window.  The window was actually a small opening about a foot wide and two feet tall, shaped like a cross.  It allowed a little bit of light in, but was small enough so that anyone who might be curious couldn’t look inside to see what was going on.  A permanent Light spell was cast inside the lab to provide illumination during all times, day and night.  Jozu worked with his broom to scrape up the cobwebs and dust in the corner.


	After he’d finished that corner, he started to work on the rest of the floor.  The dust was almost an inch thick in certain places, making Jozu wonder what happened to make this place so dirty.  There must’ve been some fierce winds that came in through the window or from the bottom of the tower that had a lot of dirt from outside.  He shrugged, thinking that it wasn’t important how it happened, but more important was getting it taken care of.


	Suddenly, it occurred to him that Bordak hadn’t been up here at all since he got here.  Where was he?  What was he doing?  This started to bother him the more he thought about it, but he dared not leave the room.  He knew that if he were caught the wizard would punish him.  So he continued to sweep the floors diligently.


	Just then, Jozu heard several voices conversing outside the window.  At first he ignored it, knowing that Bordak would be angry if he didn’t finish his work.  After a while, however, it began to gnaw on his curiousity.  He floated over to the window to see what was going on.  “...and they’re coming here!”, shouted a peasant.  “You’re joking, right!?”, shouted another.  “No, it’s true!  They’re coming and they’re gonna’ kill all of us!”


“But the guards’ll protect us, won’t they?”�“Not if there’s as many as I’ve heard there are!”�“Jozu!”


	The boy spun around to see his master standing at the door with a look of disgust on his face.  “I thought I told you to clean this place, didn’t I?”  “Yes master.  You did...”�“Well?  What’re you doing?”  Jozu’s eyes met the floor as he was ashamed.�“Well, I was...uhm...I was.....”


“What’s going on outside?”  The boy looked up, then at the window.  “I’m not sure, master, but there’s some people talking outside.”�“What about?”�“I don’t know.  An attack, or something.”  Bordak then got a very confused look on his face as he approached the window.


	He sat at the sill for a short time, intently listening to the villagers talking below.  His face changed expressions every now and again; first to curious, then to almost excited, and then to an almost worried state.  After the talk stopped, he sighed and walked back to the counter to study some of his materials.  Jozu followed.


	“What is it master?”  The old man turned slowly with a faint grin on his face, then let out a small huff of a laugh.  “People say we’re going to be attacked by a group of bandits.  Nonesense!”  He returned to looking over his materials.  Jozu was very anxious to understand what was going on, but tried not to let that show very much.  “You don’t believe the people, master?”  The wizard shook his head.  “Any attack on this town would immediately be averted.  Especially since I’m here.  I’m not crazy about saving a city of people, but I do live here, and anyone who tries to destroy my home is in for the ride of their life.”  Jozu nodded, then returned to his work.


	Jozu knew that his master was a very powerful sorceror, and that any attack on the city would be an effort of futility so long as he were in it.  Bordak was known throughout the land as a man not to be messed with, whether on friendly or unfriendly terms.  He had a short temper at times, but not always.  Jozu admired him very much; both for his extreme age of 74, and for his accumulated power.  He imagined one day that he would be older and even more powerful than his master because he had the drive and headstrength to become so.  Jozu was not in the least worried about the attack, so long as Bordak was willing to drive the bandits off.


	Out of nowhere, a loud crash was heard in the middle of the city.  In fright, Jozu dropped his broom on the ground and froze.  Bordak looked up from his paper and immediately went to the window to find out exactly what had happened.  Jozu watched him intently, too afraid to go to the window himself.  The old man gazed out and looked about.  He stopped, pulled his dagger from his pouch, then gave the blade to Jozu without even looking at him.  The boy took it in his trembling hands, now more afraid than before.  “Follow me, Jozu.”  The old man then ran for the front door.  Jozu did as instructed.


	The two ran down the stone staircase with blinding speed.  Jozu was almost impressed by the speed at which his elderly master could attain, and tried with all his might to keep up.  They reached the tower’s front door, flung it wide open and continued to run down the streets of Anchorad.  People were now running about in a total panic; some screaming, others trying to gather their belongings and children as fast as they could.  Jozu felt more afraid than he ever had in his life, mostly due to confusion.


	Up ahead, the boy spotted what caused the loud noise; a giant boulder, about the side of a human, had crashed on top of a house.  Flames drifted from it, catching the crushed house and all those adjacent to it on fire.  Obviously, the attackers had a catapult with a lot of accelerant to light their ammunition.  Jozu wondered how anyone could be so ruthless to do such a thing.  He was still running as fast as he could to keep up with Bordak.


	Soon, the boy and his master were at the South Gates, where a large group of city guards were now fighting a band of horrid looking men.  They wore tattered animal skins and animal skulls on their heads as helmets.  They used shotty weapons, such as rusted swords, old axes, poorly-made clubs, and a few had homemade bows.  Even with such inferior weaponry, they fought with a frenzy-like ferocity, as though they were indestructable.  Many fell as they guards cut them down with their weapons, but when one fell another jumped to replace him.  Fortunately, Jozu thought, none of them had noticed him or Bordak just yet.


	They stood for a short time watching the carnage.  Screams of pain and battle filled the air, almost drowning out any other sounds.  These screams were accompanied by clangs of metal and breaking of wood.  Just then, one of the archers noticed Bordak and drew his bow to aim at him.  Bordak quickly jumped to one side and shouted “Telerekto!”  Instantly, a bolt of blue electricity shot from his fingers, and a second later the man dropped with a large burn in his chest.  “There are many more outside the walls, Jozu.  I’ve got to take care of them.”  The wizard then chanted “Aironatus!”, and a second later his whole body began to float off the ground.


	The wizard flew high above the walls, then disappeared behind them.  Jozu stood in the streets, clutching the dagger and feeling very helpless.  He knew that should one of those men spot him that he would surely be killed.  He remembered his fight with the orc, and that he had survived on his own, but these men were much more skilled warriors than an orc could ever dream of being.  Just then, flashes of bright orange and blue light began to flicker ever now and then behind the walls, each accompanied by a loud scream or a chorus of screams.  Bordak then returned from behind the walls, setting himself on the ground next to Jozu, falling to one knee.  He was clutching his side.


	“Master!  You’re wounded!”  The old man, not taking his eyes from the battle, shook his head.  “It’s not bad, Jozu.  I’ll live.”  “But master....”  “Forget it!”, the old man shouted.  By this time, many of the guards were lying on the ground, bleeding profusely.  Some tried to crawl to safety but were quickly put to rest by those bandits who were not currently fighting.  It seemed odd, but as the bandits finished the guards off they didn’t go to start looting the town.  They simply stood at attention, waiting for something.  Just then, Jozu and Bordak found out why.


	The gate, which was mostly closed at this point thanks to the efforts of the guards, flung wide open in a single motion.  Standing behind it was a tall, very muscular man with his arms spread wide.  He was dressed in white-wolf fur from head to toe, with the skull of an ox fashioned into a helmet atop his head.  About his waist was a poorly-made leather belt, and upon the belt rested a large, primitive-looking axe made from stone.  The man’s long, grey hair swayed in the breeze, while his icy eyes gazed about the entire city.


	Jozu stared at the man in awe.  A very soft “Barbarian,” left his lips as he gazed, almost hypnotically, at the man.  Jozu had heard legends of men who lived in the farthest reaches of the world who were tougher than any that had ever lived.  They were raised in the harshest of environments, they trained as hard as they could from dawn ‘till dusk, and made for the toughest mercenaries anyone could ever hire.  Barbarians.  He’d never actually seen one before.  But the question on his mind was why a Barbarian would dare gather a force to attack a city this far inland.


	Bordak stood from his knee and held himself upright, proud.  “I suggest you leave, menace, or you’ll never see another sun again!”  The giant man cackled with a deep huffing laughter.  “Do you think you can stop me?”  Bordak tightened his hand into a fist.  “By the Gods above, I’ll send you to Hell if you don’t leave THIS INSTANT!”  Jozu backed off from the old man, knowing that he was preparing something big to defeat the bandits.  The Barbarian leader laughed very loud, raising his voice to the skies.  “You cannot defeat me, old man.  I dare you to try.”  “As you wish, fool,” Bordak sneered.


	He pushed his hand back to make Jozu back off a little.  The boy stepped back a few steps, watching his master with the same awe he gave the Barbarian leader.  The old man started chanting while closing his eyes.  He raised his hands up while flaring his fingers out, as though to catch some sort of energy while doing so.  Soon, tiny orbs of bluish light began to rise from the ground into the wizard’s hands.  At first, they were very small, but they soon grew to be very large.  A pale glow then enveloped the wizard as he continued to chant every flawless phrase without error.  Just then, the winds began to blow very hard through the trees, knocking carts over and blowing wooden boxes around.  The bandits looked about, confused as to what was happening.  Their leader stood with his arms crossed, not flinching, watching Bordak while wearing a smug grin on his face.


	The glow on the wizard became brighter and brighter.  The glowing orbs of light turned into white streams of energy that continued to seep from the ground into the wizard’s body.  The winds blew Bordak’s white hair all about him, but he paid no attention.  All of his concentration was focusing on the casting of this spell which, if finally cast, would surely be devistating.  Jozu knew that if a mage put this much effort into a spell that it had to be extremely powerful.


	The winds blew harder.  The glow on Bordak grew so bright that even the skies above started to darken, as though the spell was even drawing the light for energy.  Some of the bandits began to backstep, even flee from the area as to avoid the spell’s powerful effect that was sure to annihilate them.  The leader still stood very confidently in front, his arms still crossed and his face still wearing the same cocky grin as before.  Jozu hoped that the spell would teach the cretin a lesson.


	Bordak then stopped the chanting.  A firery dance of white energy enveloped him like white fire.  The skies were as dark as night at this point.  The wizard then opened his eyes, thrust his hands forth, and shouted “ALTEMORISTO!”  A beam of pure white energy shot from his palms, striking the ground just inches in front of the Barbarian leader.  Instantly, a cloud of white light swallowed the entire company of men.  A roar as loud as ten dragons shouting filled the air.  The wind from the explosion blew several houses over.  The giant orb of light lasted for about a minutes time, and when it was finally over all that was left of where the spell was cast was a giant, smoldering crater, ashes, and the Barbarian leader.  Bordak fell to the ground.


	The giant man was on his knee, badly burned, but still alive.  He stumbled forward, towards Bordak and Jozu, a look of extreme hate in his eyes.  Jozu was at his master’s side, trying to revive the unconscious master, but had no luck.  The Barbarian stopped only feet from the wizard, clutching his extremely burned shoulder.  “No one....has ever....ungh!....hurt me this badly....before.....urrr.....”  Jozu felt as though he were going to strike Bordak or himself at any moment.  He reached for the axe at his waist, but as he did he fell face-first on the ground, in exhaustion.  Jozu felt relieved, but still worried about his master.


	Eventually, Bordak opened his eyes.  “Master!”, Jozu shouted in delight.  “You’re still alive!”  The old man coughed while smiling gently.  “Is he dead?”  Jozu looked to the Barbarian, then back to Bordak.  “I don’t know.”  “Well, did I stop him at least?”  Jozu nodded.  “Good.”  He then closed his eyes, and breathed out very loudly.  Jozu felt the pain of absolute terror; Bordak died.


	He stood up, absolutely horrified, unable to say anything.  His eyes were transfixed on the body of Bordak, now lying lifelessly at his feet.  He felt an emptiness creep into his body, as though he had died himself.  Bordak couldn't be dead; this couldn't possibly be happening.  His mentor, his life, his everything for the past few years now lay before him in a lifeless pile.  How could he be gone?  Jozu dropped to his knees, tears now forming in his eyes.  He shook the old man a few times, still in disbelief that he could be gone.  But Bordak didn't stir.  Truly, he had passed from this world.


	Jozu held his pain in for too long.  He then burst into tears, looking up at the sky as if to ask why.  Why had the gods taken him?  Why was it his time to go?  There was so much more that he wanted to learn from him.  There was so much more life for him to experience, and so much more for the both of them to do for everyone in the world.  But that would never happen now.  Never.  The word never rang in Jozu's head like a loud bell.  It gave him even more feelings of emptiness as never meant absolutely never again.  It was a permanent loss that could never be regained.


	This was more unexpected to Jozu than anything.  He had such high hopes for today, as yesterday he proved capable of passing the tests the old man would give him.  But his studies were over now.  No more spells, no more adventures into the woods, no more anything.  He'd never hear Bordak's powerful laugh, or watch in awe as he cast a giant spell.  He actually had love for his master, which was something that Jozu never felt with anyone besides his closest family members.  It was a kind of love that was out of honor and respect, the kind given to those of great power who need to be respected for it.  Why must he leave now?  It seemed like this was all too easy; that the spell he cast wasn't really powerful enough to drain his life from him.  Jozu felt as though he were trapped in a nightmare.


	He wiped his eyes, still sobbing while his tears fell to the dirt in front of him.  He looked again at Bordak.  The wizard almost seemed as though he was resting peacefully, like he was asleep instead of dead.  But it was a rest Jozu knew that he'd never wake from.  He felt helpless now.  He could do nothing without the guidance and disciplinary actions Bordak gave him.  Even though he'd taught him much, it wasn't enough for him to survive on his own yet.  Jozu kept telling himself that he knew of this day coming; that Bordak would soon be gone.  But now was too soon.  Too soon for both Jozu and for Bordak.


	The guards who survived the attack were now crowding around the wizard as well, watching the boy weep.  After they conversed among themselves, they stepped forward to pick up the body and carry it off.  Jozu stopped them as they got his body aloft, just to touch him once before he was finally gone forever.  He grasped his hand, squeezing it tightly into his while he closed his eyes.  He forced himself to stop crying now, for he wanted Bordak to hear his strength.  "I'll never forget my teachings, master.  And I'll never forget you."  After a few moments passed, he released the hand back into its lifelessness.  The soldiers then carried him off to the center of town, where the churches were located.


	Feeling as miserable as anyone could, Jozu wondered what he should do next.  He then thought of the tower.  Bordak left him everything, in case something ever happened.  Since the old man had no family and no real friends, he decided that Jozu would inherit everything of his.  Jozu knew that he didn't plan on dying until Jozu was old enough to manage such responsibility, but now the reality came to face him.  He decided to go back to the stone construct to gather up Bordak's belongings, and head back home.


	It was still morning when he reached the tower.  The shadow of it covered Jozu like a blanket, showering him with feelings of remorse.  This was the same place he'd come to for the past three years to study every day, and now that the owner was gone he'd never come back.  This was the absolute last time he'd ever be in this place.  Last time.  Everything was happening too fast for Jozu.  He didn't want this to be the last time, and even though he knew that the tower would be here for a long time, it would never be the same without his old master living in it.


	He opened the heavy wooden door at the bottom, then pulled it to a tight close when inside.  He looked upwards, to where the tower's top lay.  The spiraling staircase seemed like it went on forever.  The stone steps now felt cold, lifeless.  He knew it was painful for him to be here, but he had to get Bordak's belongings out of this building or there would be thieves and vagrants who would take his things and sell them to black markets.  Jozu wouldn't allow that to happen to the treasure Bordak had worked all his life to get.


	The staircase never felt so heavy to Jozu's feet.  He climbed, slowly, but very steadily.  Everything he thought of reminded him of the old man; from the cracks in the bricks of the walls, to the dusty cobwebs he'd forgotten to clean from the stairs.  It was too hard for him to continue his studies as a sorcerer without Bordak there to lead him in the right direction.  He wanted so much to go back in time and face that barbarian himself.  Even though he knows he wouldn't stand a chance at defeating him, he would have at least made an effort to save his old master.  That is all that would've mattered to him.


	He eventually reached the top room of the tower, opening the door slowly.  The lab felt cold.  The air blew in from the window, chilling him as he entered.  Dust and cobwebs that he'd not gotten to yet still lingered about the area, making the place feel more and more hollow to him.  It almost felt like Bordak had been dead for many years.  His treasures lay silently in their places.  Jozu imagined them as having a mountain of dust on each one, but he reminded himself that he had cleaned them earlier today.  Everything was just too hard for him to think about now.  Absolutely everything.


	He gathered the spellbooks from the shelves were they waited patiently.  He looked at each one while picking it up, trying to remember how many times he saw Bordak quietly sitting down reading one of them.  He was always so curious as to what was in them.  He would be able to find out, now.  He took one of Bordak's canvas sacks from off the shelf and stuffed each of the spellbooks into it.  He then used a thin piece of leather string to tie it shut, hoping that during his journey home that they would not fall out.


	He then grabbed another sack and started on Bordak's other items.  He picked up the glowing dagger, holding it briefly to see his own reflection in the blade, then shoved it into the sack.  He picked up the bronze staff, thinking that trying to put it into a sack would be futile, so rested it up against the countertop.  He then moved to the skeletal arms.  He looked at them for a long time without moving.  They reminded him of death; death, forever and ever.  These arms belonged to a man at some time, but now they were a constant reminder that he was no more.  Just like Bordak.  He was no more.  The rings glistened on each finger delicately, enticing anyone to grab one and put it on.  Jozu squeezed his fists tightly together, trying to get a grip on himself for fear of losing himself to his emotions.  He had to do this.  This is what Bordak would've wanted.  Without thinking anymore, he grabbed both of the arms and placed them into the sack.


	Jozu put a few of the scrolls into the sack, thinking that if he were still to pursue his life as a sorcerer that they would come in handy.  He then looked at the card box, wondering what he should do with it.  It was probably very powerful, as well as valuable, but he wasn't in the least interesting in taking it with him.  He then got an idea.  There was a stone in the workshop that could be lifted up, revealing a secret room.  He decided to go in that and hide the card box there, so no one would find it.


	He went to the spot where the stone was, saying in a soft voice, "Omotametaden."  Slowly, the sound of grinding stone began to crescendo.  The passage opened itself up after the command word was uttered.  Jozu looked inside, noting its darkness, so cast a Light spell to help him see.  The passage in the floor, so Jozu had to jump down into it and crawl through a narrow tunnel to reach the room that was at the other side.  After a short crawl, he came to the open area where Bordak said he was going to hide his most valuable treasures when he found them.  Jozu felt that he was doing Bordak a favor by putting the box there, as a reminder of Bordak's wish to retain his valuables in a safe place.  He then left, uttering the command word again to close the passage.


	After Jozu had completed that task, he sat down on the floor and quietly admired the room for a last time.  He reminisced on the wonderful times he and the old man had had in this room.  Good days, and bad.  Rain or shine.  No matter what Bordak's mood was, or what Jozu's mood was, they were stuck with each other's company for the rest of the day, doing the same routines over and over again.  Those days were now gone for good.  Jozu wanted so much for Bordak to still be alive.  He felt like he'd give his life to bring him back, knowing how influential and powerful a man like him was.  Jozu thought that he was more unworthy to live than Bordak, and he felt that about many of the people in the town as well.  None of them could ever amount to the kind of person he was, and none of them ever would.  They are the ones who should be dead, not Bordak.


	Feeling that his depression was getting him nowhere fast, he decided to fish Bordak's will from one of his now empty bookshelves, making sure that everything in his sack now belonged to him.  After scanning over it quickly, he was right.  Everything was his.  He then gathered the two sacks and the staff and went to the door, turning as he got within its arches to get one last visual of the room.  He wanted to say goodbye to it, but that would be silly to him.  Satisfied, he closed the door and began the long walk downstairs.


	The climb lasted only a minute or two, the stones still as cold and lifeless as when he'd first gotten there.  He felt as though he were leading a funeral march to carry the freshly deceased to its final resting place.  He was the legacy of Bordak's life.  He was all that there was left of him, besides his belongings.  Jozu felt like he was Bordak's only family, and now had to carry on the torch the old wizard started.  This gave him more confidence, as Bordak would've wanted it to be that way.  He then walked out the front door, pulling it tightly shut as he stepped outside.


	Jozu stood staring at the door for a while.  This was goodbye for good.  He would never learn any more from this place.  Every day it felt so nice to walk into the tower, expecting to see his old master there ready to give him a duty or something of the sort.  Now, however, the building represented an empty shell of existence; a bump in reality that served no purpose.  He almost wished that they would tear the whole thing down, as not to give the pleasure of its existence to anyone.


	Just then, he felt an arm on his right shoulder.  He looked up to see the familiar guard from the west gate looking at him with a stern, bold face.  "How are you holding up, Jozu?"  He lowered his head, his eyes staring at the ground.  "I feel empty," he replied.  "Well, the mayor wanted me to make sure that what you're taking from this place is yours, so I'll need to see some proof of your ownership."  Jozu reached into his sack, pulling out the will, then showed it to him, all the while keeping his eyes on the ground.  After a few moments, the guard laughed.  Jozu looked up to see what was going on.  "It seems as though this tower belongs to you too, Jozu.  You can do whatever you want with it."  The boy lowered his head and shook it back and forth.  "I don't want it."  "That's what the mayor thought as well," the guard then said.  "So he gave me this to give to you for it."  Jozu looked up to see a large green gem, about the size of his palm, in the guard's hand.  "It's yours.  I'd say it's worth a few thousand gold to a collector.  I'm sure you could find someone in town who'd buy it."  Jozu took the gem carefully from the guard, staring into it with wide, hopeful eyes.


	"I need to get back to my duty, Jozu.  The priest told me to tell you that his body won't be buried until tomorrow, so you're welcome to visit it before then."  Jozu almost didn't hear him as he was transfixed on the jewel.  "I've already said goodbye.  I don't need to see him anymore."  "OK, then.  Take care of yourself, young man.  And if there's anything you need, let me know and I'll see what I can do."  He then left to retreat back to his post.


	All Jozu could think about was the stone in his hands.  It was absolutely beautiful.  A clear green color, cut very precisely and carefully so that the light reflected from every side of it.  But it wasn't the gem so much that excited him; it was what the gem could do.  This was what he needed to save his father's life.  The amount that this gem was worth would be enough to pay the priests for a miracle healing.  He had done it.  He had come through for his family, and become the savior that he'd been prophesized as.


	He quickly ran to get back home, passing through the gates without even stopping.  He ran with such energy and delight that nothing could touch him at this point.  Everything was going to be all right.  He realized that his father's healing came at the cost of Bordak's life, but there was nothing he could do to bring his old master back.  He would have to settle for the circumstances at hand.  This is why he went through the magic training anyway; to save his father from death.  And now, he didn't even need magic to do it.


	The trip through the woods never took him so short of time to get through.  He ran past the trees, over the creeks, and around the stumps like the wind.  Dusk was already getting close, so Jozu would make it home just in time for supper.  Then, first thing tomorrow morning he and his family would bring a priest back here to heal Corbin.  Finally, everything was going to be OK.


	He ran into the front door, smiling brightly as he hid the gem behind his back.  He saw Damen sitting at the table, looking as though he were either really bored or really depressed.  His mother sat at the cooking fire with her back to Jozu, gently stirring the supper with a ladle.  Jozu walked into the living area, still retaining his bright grin.  "Guess what, everyone?"  They both turned to look at him.  Jozu then noticed that their eyes looked very heavy and dark, like something was wrong.  He shrugged it off, then pulled the gem from behind his back.  "Look what I got today!"


	Celes broke a small, fragile smile through her lips.  "It's beautiful, Jozu."  Damen simply returned to his shady look.  "It's just what father needs to get better," Jozu then said.  Celes then dropped her head as her eyes met the floor in front of her.  Jozu's stomach dropped.  "No......he didn't.......he didn't........"  Celes' face then grew into a heavy grimace as she slowly shook her head up and down.  Damen turned away.


	It wasn't possible.  Not now.  Jozu could only think "Please, dear gods, not now."  He had the means to save him.  He couldn't be dead now.  He ran into his father's bedroom, hearing his mother scream for him to come back.  But he had to see if it was true.


	His father lay exactly as Bordak had.  Jozu's stomach tightened into a knot.  It was true.  Corbin had passed.  He walked to him, shaking his hand while tears began to fall from his eyes.  He wanted him to wake up, and tell him that he could make it one more day alive.  He wanted that so badly now.  But his father lay there, lifeless and void.  Jozu couldn't believe what was happening.  How could he lose the two most important people in his life in the same day?  It wasn't possible.  He was dreaming.  Yes, still dreaming.  He felt that he would wake from this awful nightmare at any time.


	Jozu then felt the hand of his mother on his shoulder.  He turned around to see her face.  The tears from her eyes dried on her cheeks, looking like the weathered cracks between the bricks of a castle.  She looked as though she were going to speak, but she said nothing.  Jozu wanted to scream as loudly as he could now.  He wished he were dead, along with those he loved.


	Gathering a short burst of strength, he dropped the gem on the floor of his father's room as he dashed into the living area.  He noticed a sack of coins sitting on the table, remembering that they were the short amount of funds that the family had saved for Corbin's cure.  He grabbed it, then bolted for the door, his mother and his brother calling for him as he left.  He left, running as far as he his feet could carry him, into a new destiny of which he knew not the outcome.


