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    Chapter One: 
 
    Lloyd 
 
      
 
    In the middle of the Kalivu Desert late one night, the fire crackled in the gloom as Lloyd concentrated, attempting to summon up an image. “Come on, I know you’re out there somewhere.” He muttered, casting another handful of sand onto the blaze. “Although you’re far away, I know you can hear me. You can hear my voice, my song, calling out to you in the darkness.” He sighed and shook his head. “Though I don’t even know who or what you are.” 
 
    He focused on the flames and murmured, “Eyes that see far and wide, show to me the one that I’m after.” With a whoosh, the fire bloomed and erupted, knocking Lloyd back as his brain was flooded with a dozen images. 
 
    A bard dancing around as she sang, a knight jousting with a powerful lunge, a thief racing through the streets, a hunter listening for his prey, a scholar studying his books, and there was another, looking out across a valley from a hillside, staring at the river. Lloyd gasped as he came to after a moment, shaking his head. 
 
    He sat up, looking around as if making sure no one else had seen what he’d glimpsed, but he was the only person around for miles. Still, he couldn’t be too careful if this was just a hint of what he was looking for, with the implication of what it meant to him and everyone else. 
 
    “We’re coming together.” He gasped, shaking his head. “I think we’re coming together. Now I just have to go find the others.”  
 
    He grabbed his bags, doused the flames, and scurried off back to his tent to get ready to leave. He had to go as soon as he could before he was caught and his secret exposed, knowing how dangerous all of this might be.  
 
    If what he saw was true, then he could be risking and jeopardizing everything. But he just had to find out for certain what it meant. He hoped it was true, though. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    She hummed to herself a snippet of melody as she wandered through a grassy field, “Seven pieces, seven pieces, scattered all around.”  
 
    She stopped as she came upon a farmer and asked for directions to the nearest village. Once he told her where to go, she thanked him and continued on her way. 
 
    She sang another ballad, “All my love I had to give, I gave it all away freely to you. Now I wander free and far, searching for my lost heart. Can you tell me where I might find my lost heart?” 
 
    Piper had a way with words, ever since she was a girl, wandering around her village of Hoga. She asked everyone she met so many questions that they sent her on her way with a few harsh words.  
 
    She’d make up all kinds of stories and sing every song she’d heard, and even a few that she created. Everyone said she had a lovely voice, and she could even imitate other people’s speech or animal sounds, which was why they named her Piper.  
 
    They thought she might grow up to be a bard, which she did become, eventually. But there was still a part of her that wondered if there might be something more to her than just her voice.  
 
    She was a plain person in some ways with mousy, matted hair she often had to cut short to avoid getting tangled. She didn’t want to be noticed whenever she was traveling alone, knowing it could be dangerous for a woman like her to attract attention beyond her performances. She was often mistaken for a boy with her small, wiry frame obtained from years of barely getting enough to eat and slipping away from any pursuit. 
 
    She was hatchet-faced whenever she worried about her condition or braved the elements, traversing rough terrain. But whenever she started to sing before a crowd, her blue eyes lit up and widened along with her full lips. 
 
    She might’ve been the most beautiful person around then. In those moments, she didn’t have a care in the world, but put everything she had into the song. 
 
    Piper didn’t know much else beyond this vagabond life she’d been born into, an orphan taken care of by a few families, allowed into their homes whenever she needed shelter. But eventually she left that village she came from behind her and set out on the road as a bard, hoping to earn a little money and freedom with her talent. 
 
    She didn’t belong anywhere anymore, and that was okay with her, or so she told herself at times to stop herself from crying. She acted braver and bolder than she felt, and hid her doubts.  
 
    She put her faith and trust into her voice. Her voice hardly ever led her astray, and supported her when nothing else did. 
 
    Right now, she was just heading along, looking for a place to stay for a few nights and perform before she went on her way again without a plan beyond that. Someday, though, maybe she’d find a place of her own, but she doubted that very much with the way her life was going. 
 
    “Wherever I go, there I’ll always be,” She moved on to another, jauntier tune, humming and tapping her feet a little as she worked out a routine for her next recital. “I’ll be there for you in the morning, I’ll be there for you in the night. And whenever you need me, you can call.” She extended the last word, as she did for most of her pieces. 
 
    “Too-loo, ta-ra, to-ray!” Someone shouted and she stopped, stumbling a little. 
 
    She thought she was the only person around after leaving that farmer behind. But now she saw there was a man crouched by the side of the road, breathing heavily.  
 
    At first glance she thought he was an old man who’d collapsed there with a mane of tousled, hoary hair draped over him. His shoulders were seemingly bent with age and effort. 
 
    But then he lifted his head and she saw that, aside from a few creases and cracks on his tan leathery skin, he must be just a little older than she was. His bleary, watery eyes affixed upon her.  
 
    She found herself transfixed by him, for his jet black irises seemed to be an abyss she couldn’t pull herself away from. They pierced through her like they could see everything about her, while his bushy white eyebrows knotted above them. 
 
    “You’re here.” He said, gaping at her. 
 
    “I’m here, and I’m going. Bye.” She told him, turning away from him before she changed her mind. 
 
    “No, wait, come back!” He cried, staggering up onto his feet. 
 
    He was squat and bantam, not much taller than her. His round, stubbly face was a little jowly, though it’d been weathered and haggard, too.  
 
    He held himself with some pride and bearing from a previous life, though that’d been worn away over the years. Now he was about as impressive as the farmer Piper had passed by earlier. Still, he had enough of a commanding presence that Piper turned around and looked at him. 
 
    “What?” She asked, staring at him. 
 
    “Don’t you know who I am? Don’t you recognize me somewhat? I recognize you a little bit.” He added, sort of hesitant. 
 
    “Why should I recognize you? I’ve never seen you before in my life.” She said, looking him up and down. 
 
    “Maybe not in this one. But the song, I called out to you and the others a couple of days ago.” He insisted. 
 
    “Then you must not have been yelling loud enough.” She said, ready to turn away from him again. 
 
    “My name’s Lloyd. I’m a mage, or at least I was a while ago.” He said, looking down at his feet. “You’re a bard, right?” 
 
    “Yes, name of Piper, nice to meet you, bye.” She said, ready to run away from him. 
 
    “Piper! That’s a beautiful, fitting name for the voice!” He shouted, and then clapped his hands over his mouth, his eyes darting about in search of anyone that might’ve overheard him. 
 
    Piper frowned and leaned over towards him. “What do you mean, the voice?” She asked. 
 
    “Seven pieces.” He whispered, glancing about. 
 
    “Seven pieces? You mean that old song?” She shook her head. “What does that have to do with anything? Do you think I’m the voice from that song?” He nodded and she laughed at him. “Oh, come on, that’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.” She said. 
 
    “It’s true. I think you’re one of the seven pieces, the voice. I’m the eye.” He told her, pointing at his retinas. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re playing at, but this has got to be some kind of joke.” She marched off, ignoring him. 
 
    “Please, Piper! It’s true!” He groaned, wincing as he leaned forward, ready to fall apart. “I shouldn’t have portaled so far away.” He muttered, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Piper was worried the lunatic would come straight after her and force her to defend herself. But she left him behind her in quick order.  
 
    Once she was out of sight from him, she skirted away from the road, taking off through the grassy fields in an attempt to outmaneuver and confuse him if he tried to follow her trail. She skipped past the first village she’d been heading for and kept on going for a couple more hours, to a larger burg called Hammith. 
 
    It was dark by the time she arrived there, later than she’d wanted to stop when she usually performed around about now after she’d settled into a place. As it was, she might have to put off a concert until tomorrow and hopefully get some rest in a stable, or risk a late night gig with a rowdier, surlier crowd of sleep-deprived locals. 
 
    She furtively checked her purse and cursed, realizing she didn’t have a coin to rub together. Her stomach was grumbling for pushing herself too hard and running so far today.  
 
    She needed to sing just to get a bite to eat and maybe some hay to sleep on. She approached an inn to negotiate with one of its employees to get her act on a stage. 
 
    The barkeeper examined her, and then glanced at the small stand near the center of the common room. “I’m sorry, but I’m not sure if now’s the right time for a bard to perform.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. Let me sing a couple, I’ll eat whatever scraps you’ve got, and then I’d be out of your hair, curled up in the stable. Please let me show you that I’ve got the chops for this?” Piper asked. 
 
    “All right, fine, sing a few notes. But don’t blame me if you lose the audience and they start throwing stuff at you.” The barkeeper said. 
 
    “Thanks.” Piper skedaddled to the stage, mounting a few steps, and faced the riled-up horde as her mind drew a blank. 
 
    She’d been carefully preparing her routine earlier, trying to come up with the perfect songs for a new audience. But now she’d been so flummoxed by that stranger accosting her and getting away from him that she couldn’t think what to start off with.  
 
    No, that wasn’t exactly true. Something did pop into her head just then, and she groaned thinking about it. 
 
    Why’d she have to be thrown off by that madman and his crazy ideas? Now it was stuck inside her head, the words caught on her tongue, the melody playing on in her mind. Despite the hundreds of other songs she’d memorized, the compositions she’d worked on and the old favorites everyone enjoyed, she couldn’t think of anything else to sing at the moment. 
 
    This had happened to her before and she knew that the only way to get rid of such an annoying earworm and make way for other tunes to take its place was to actually belt it out, to sing with all her heart and empty her head before she could come up with something else to croon. Nothing else worked for such a calamity and she didn’t want to be struck dumb on this stage, booed off and left out in the cold without any food. 
 
    It was infuriating, though, and she hated the man for putting her in such an awkward position. Because on any other night, she would’ve loved to start off with this melody.  
 
    In fact, it was one of her favorites, beloved by others, too. She knew that there were a few out here who probably could’ve recited it, word for word. 
 
    It was based on an old legend, though she didn’t know much of the details beyond the song itself. It just struck a nerve with her, stirring and balladic with its epic nature.  
 
    She’d been planning on including it in her act tonight to rouse the crowd and get them clapping. But the mention of it by that eccentric had given her a shiver of dread. 
 
    She shouldn’t have paid any attention to him, though, and his insane suggestion that this melody had anything to do with her. It was nothing more than jabbering when the song was older than most of the tunes she’d heard of. 
 
    It definitely couldn’t be taken seriously for how amazing and exaggerated all of its particulars were. She just sang it, and didn’t play any part beyond that. 
 
    In fact, she shouldn’t let him scare her away from ever singing the ballad again. This was her song just as much as it was anyone else’s. 
 
    She had a right to convey it if she wanted to. So she just decided not to let him win, and went ahead with the melody. 
 
    She lowered her head and intoned, “Once a man conquered the world, and the world divided him into seven pieces. Seven pieces, scattered all around.” She lifted her head as several people whooped and cheered.  
 
    “Seven pieces, the head, the eye, the heart, the arm, the leg, the ear and the voice, all divided.” She continued reciting. “They say that he was the best of them with a voice that commanded armies and an ear that could hear the wind from miles away.” She held her hand up to her ear as she paced the stage. “His leg could run as fast as any horse, his arm could swing a mighty sword, and his heart was as big as the ocean.” 
 
    She spread her arms out as people started clapping. “Seven pieces, the head, the eye, the heart, the arm, the leg, the ear and the voice, all divided.” She droned. “His eye could see for miles around, and his head was as bold, brave, and intelligent as anyone, but they still divided him.” She leaned forward and sang, “They feared him as they loved him, for he was the best of them, and he conquered the world.” 
 
    People roared and applauded as she bowed, smiling at them. But then she caught a glimpse of white tresses, wavering in the breeze from the doorway.  
 
    “Aw, damn it,” She muttered, wondering how he’d tracked her down. 
 
    Didn’t she put enough space between them? Where’d he come from, anyway? She was quite certain he wasn’t here earlier when she first canvassed the room, checking to make sure he hadn’t caught up with her.  
 
    But now she spotted him hunched over in the corner, bundled up in his robes, trying to hide his face and act as inconspicuous as possible. So he stood out to her.  
 
    He was going to think she’d deliberately sang this for him. He was going to be even more agitated, trying to convince her of the truth of his claim.  
 
    She didn’t want any part of his fantasy. She needed to get out of here before he cornered her again.  
 
    It’d be odd to skip out before singing another tune, though, when the crowd and the barkeep might be upset with her for leaving. She needed to keep them on her side, just in case someone might render assistance to her to get that man to leave her alone, or they might feed her later on as payment for this job. 
 
    She also didn’t want to alert that psycho that she was aware he was here, and that she was spooked by him, when that could make things worse. Now that she could actually remember something else besides the ‘Seven Pieces’ melody, she did sing another song as she tried to figure out what to do, which direction she’d go to get out of here and avoid him entirely. 
 
    She needed a distraction, she realized, to completely escape his notice. She reached into a pocket in her coat as she felt a small cylinder tucked away inside there.  
 
    Recently she’d performed at a party where they set off sparklers and firecrackers. She’d snatched one of them up, just in case it might prove useful to her someday. 
 
    This was the perfect opportunity, even if he might have the most brilliant eyes around, to get away without him seeing her route. She finished up her song and bowed when the others applauded. 
 
    She stepped off of the stage and began her plan. She needed to act as nonchalant as possible, pretend that she didn’t spot him, as she made her way back towards the front door, slipping through the animated crowd. 
 
    People praised and toasted her as she went past, smiling at them. She pilfered a match from one of the tables that commended her.  
 
    Lloyd was getting up and coming after her, she observed, trying to push his way through the mob to reach her. She needed him to get close enough to be affected by the firecracker, but not too close that he could stop her, as she reached the doorway, ready to bolt.  
 
    She lingered a moment, lighting the match and feeling for the cylinder as Lloyd came up to her.  
 
    “Hello, Piper. I’m sorry, but--” He said, stretching his hand out towards her. 
 
    She ignited the firecracker and tossed it towards him before she raced out of the inn. The sparkler went off with a dazzling flash, blinding everyone within a short radius. 
 
    She made her way through the town’s streets, crisscrossing a couple of times so that he wouldn’t be able to guess which direction she took. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Two: 
 
    Garrison 
 
      
 
    Soon even she was thoroughly lost as she almost collapsed in the gloomy darkness of a back alleyway. She tried to catch her breath, not knowing where anything was as she hid from him.  
 
    She was tired and starving, feeling a little lightheaded. She wished that he’d just leave her alone and let her rest here. 
 
    She closed her eyes and almost fell asleep, but then she heard footsteps coming her way. Her eyes widened, almost awake and alert as she thought it must be Lloyd coming after her, and wondered how he’d find her again.  
 
    She searched her pockets for a knife, anything to defend herself with. But then realized there were more footfalls than just a pair. 
 
    It wasn’t Lloyd, he traveled alone. It was a pack of people instead, but that didn’t calm her down.  
 
    Instead she slid further into the shadows, trying to hold still as they passed her by. A rowdy crew from the sound of it, singing to themselves. She might’ve slipped their notice if she hadn’t accidentally scrambled against a piece of trash, causing a clattering. 
 
    She winced and hoped they’d go away, expecting it was a cat of some kind. Instead they stopped and glimpsed her, surrounding her before she even had a chance to move away.  
 
    “Who’re you?” One of the boys asked, squinting at her. 
 
    “Nobody.” She said, looking away. Maybe she could dart out between them. 
 
    “Hey, nobody, have you got any money on you?” One of the fellows asked, grabbing and clutching onto her before she could bolt. 
 
    “Let go of me.” She struggled and was about to cry out for help, but they pinned her against the wall before she could make another sound, choking her. 
 
    “Let’s see what you got.” The man muttered, about to investigate, when suddenly the air was rent with a spectacular flash of light behind him. 
 
    Piper was on the verge of passing out, so it didn’t make much sense to her, but she could see Lloyd’s white hair fanning out behind him in a blaze as he stepped out of the hole in the air. He grimaced as he took in the assailants gawking at him while the one holding Piper hostage trembled at the darkness in the mage’s eyes. 
 
    Lloyd spread his hands apart and they parted before him, flung across the alleyway with enormous force like they’d been caught in a hurricane, slamming against the walls and onto the ground. The only one left standing still held onto Piper, and he let her go with a yelp, staggering away.  
 
    Lloyd wrenched the villain away, hurling him across town, and caught Piper with invisible hands as she fell, gently lowering her to the ground. Piper gasped and coughed as she regained consciousness, able to breathe again, while Lloyd sagged across from her, panting. 
 
    “What happened?” Piper asked, blinking at him. “How’d you find me?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have jumped so much today.” He groaned, shaking his head. “I almost didn’t find you. My eyes weren’t working properly after you almost blinded me. But then I saw that you were in trouble, and I came here. I’m sorry, I should’ve found you sooner.” 
 
    “I was alone!” Piper gulped. “I was alone in this dark alley, as far away as I could get from you. I was surrounded by those brutes. How could you even find me then?” 
 
    “Like I tried to tell you, my eyesight’s stronger than almost anything else.” Lloyd said, pointing at his retinas. “It’s like clairvoyance. I can see just about anything I want to from miles away, especially you and the others. There are seven of us, just like in the song. We’re connected to each other because we’re part of the same person, divided and scattered across the land. I’m trying to find everybody and reconnect us so that we can get to the bottom of this mystery and punish those responsible for it.” 
 
    Piper shook her head. “I don’t believe you there, but I owe you some thanks for saving me, even if it was in this outrageous manner. Although it was your fault that I ran off like this.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if I disturbed you. I shouldn’t have approached you so suddenly the first time around in that field and frightened you. But I landed right in front of you. How could I have let you go without at least trying to talk to you, after all those years apart?” 
 
    “It’s not the same for me.” Piper told him. “I don’t feel the same connection. I don’t feel the same urge that you do. I don’t understand this.” 
 
    “Why don’t you?” Lloyd asked, and suddenly he looked up. “There are more people coming this way. I think they heard about this disturbance.” 
 
    The other men that Lloyd had knocked aside were groaning, and starting to revive as Piper nervously glanced around. “Maybe we should get away from here and figure this out later.” She said. 
 
    She didn’t want to hang around Lloyd when he was still pretty suspect and she didn’t entirely trust him. But she didn’t want to stay around here either and face a bunch of questions from the locals when she was worn and exhausted.  
 
    If Lloyd could help her out, she might humor him for a while, but she wouldn’t let him take advantage of her or keep hounding her about the seven pieces. She wouldn’t believe him. 
 
    “Okay, then. I suppose I still have one more leap left in me to get us out.” Lloyd said, straightening up. “Do you trust me enough to travel with me for a short while?” He asked her, holding out his hand. 
 
    Piper hesitated and finally grabbed hold of his hand, firm and warm. “Okay, let’s go.” She told him. 
 
    For a moment, she felt something stir inside her at their touch, like the rhythm of a heartbeat pounding away inside her ears. His eyes seemed to glisten and glow with tears and untapped power, and she almost saw a reflection in them, the hint of another person standing in the shadows alongside her.  
 
    The other person held her close to him, tight against his chest, breathing into her hair, their voices muffled and strained as they tried not to cry. Piper didn’t know who this other person was or what their connection might be to each other. 
 
    Yet it was a heartbreaking moment all the same. Even she felt a few tears welling up in her eyes before she wiped them away. 
 
    Lloyd shook his head and blinked, and she wondered if he was getting the same impression, too. But he didn’t say anything to her about it as he called up a portal.  
 
    Piper clutched at Lloyd’s hand now, not wanting to let go of him just yet. She wanted to figure this thing out and find out what was going on here. 
 
    They stepped through the portal, an instantaneous moment of travel across vast distances, and stepped out, falling onto the floor of a room, wherever they’d wound up at. Piper groaned as she was hit by several different types of vertigo and dizzy spells, realizing that people weren’t well suited to traveling in such a bizarre manner. 
 
    Lloyd had already passed out, unconscious after performing this feat several times today. She would’ve vomited if she’d any food in her stomach. As it was, she just felt like closing her eyes, too, even when someone started crying out at the sight of their sudden arrival. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Garrison hummed to himself as he flipped through a page, examining the comments and facts mentioned there as he munched an apple as a late-night snack. He needed to keep up his energy whenever he perused his tomes a long time like this, forgoing sleep for at least a couple more hours. 
 
    Admittedly it was a strain when he should sleep as much as possible. But he couldn’t wait to find out more information, and make a discovery that could have an impact on him and others.  
 
    Though it seemed like he spent all of his time reading and researching other people’s texts, jotting down notes of his own, and submitting his work for approval to the journals and periodicals he consumed, he was still involved in a very important task. He was expanding the basis of knowledge and learning for the country. 
 
    Or at least that’s what he told himself to stave off boredom and loneliness, wondering why he devoted and subsumed himself into such busywork. Garrison knew there was much more to the world than all of his study could reveal. 
 
    But he couldn’t get up the nerve to venture forth from his intellectual pursuits to investigate the physical realm. Perhaps he spent too much time in his head, but it was a cozy, comfortable space. 
 
    There was lots of room to fill up inside his mind, though his library and its bookshelves were getting crowded. He glanced around the room, stacks piled up on the floor and tables, shelves stuffed and overloaded, threatening to bend with all of that weight. 
 
    Maybe he should get rid of a few volumes and thin out the shelves to make room for new books. But what valuable knowledge could be lost in the process?  
 
    Never mind, maybe he should build another bookcase. That’d be a lot more reasonable.  
 
    There might still be some wall space over by the window for a shelf. Though it’d block the sunlight a bit. 
 
    His father had been a carpenter and taught Garrison some tricks of the trade before he died years ago. Garrison wasn’t as talented a craftsman as his father had been, but he could piece together a workable bookcase at least, though it’d be a rough-hewn affair. 
 
    Garrison got up, groaning when he was stiff from sitting for so long. Maybe he should exercise more, he thought as he headed towards the window to measure out the area. 
 
    He was trying to figure out how far he could extend the bookcase over. Walking or running might be good, but at least he might stretch his muscles fixing up this bookcase. 
 
    He was long-limbed and lanky, able to reach the books on the highest shelf. He occasionally forgot to trim his sandy hair, but he never allowed it to grow overlong, or else it’d get in the way of his reading.  
 
    Sometimes he wore spectacles if his eyesight was strained, like tonight, but he tried to work around it at other times. He was a little dour with an expressionless face that appeared half confused at times. 
 
    But his mind continued to work frantically behind the façade. Such as now, when a flash of brilliant light almost blinded him in the dimly lit space. 
 
    He shielded his gray eyes, startled as what appeared to be a textbook example of a portal, and he’d only read the textbook version of it, showed up right in the middle of his library. A man and a woman fell out of the portal.  
 
    They screamed as they landed on top of a pile of books, sliding down them. The volumes cushioned their plunge onto the table and floor. 
 
    Correction, Garrison might’ve been the one who screamed and yelled at the sight. He was shocked by the sudden occurrence, the damage to his precious volumes, and the presence of these two strangers passed out in the middle of his floor.  
 
    Once he’d calmed down, however, and caught his breath, he was left with the unfortunate burden of trying to decide what to do with these strangers who wouldn’t wake up when he shook them. He checked them, remembering a medical text he’d read once, and determined they were relatively undamaged, just unconscious, and not dead.  
 
    They were an odd pair, not just because of the way they’d arrived, though that was unexpected. One of them must be a mage, perhaps the man with the white hair, though he shouldn’t underestimate the young lady. 
 
    He should transport them somewhere more comfortable to rest upon than the floor for when they woke up. He could ask them the million questions that he had when they were awake.  
 
    He had a bedroom next door, and the sofa here, but it’d be awkward to transport the young lady across the room. He managed to pick her up and shift her onto the couch without embarrassment. 
 
    Then in a less discomfited manner, he dragged the man across the library to his bed in the next room. Now he had nowhere to sleep until he shoved aside some books from his desk, clearing its surface.  
 
    He placed a pillow on there, took off his glasses, and rested his head, exhausted from his effort and excitement. He nodded off or at least half napped for a few hours.  
 
    As sunlight streamed in through the library window, he woke up in a daze, put his glasses back on, and checked his visitor. The young woman was stirring. 
 
    He sat up, a little more wakeful, and attempted to revive himself somewhat so that he’d be more conscious when he spoke to her. He needed to get to the bottom of this mystery, after all, and find out why they were here, how’d they come to land on his table, and who was the mage amongst them. 
 
    He crossed over as she woke up and said, “Good morning, hello, ma’am.” 
 
    “What happened? Where are we?” She asked, squinting in the sunlight. 
 
    “You’re in my house on the edge of Lake Wanoa,” He said, striding over to the window. 
 
    “Lake Wanoa? But that’s over two hundred miles away from where we—gods,” She said, sitting up and staring out the window at the lake on the edge of the forest. “We came all this way in just a couple of seconds?” She said. 
 
    “Oh, you’re not the mage, the man is.” Garrison nodded.  
 
    Occasionally he spoke his ruminations without considering how impromptu and inappropriate it might be.  
 
    “Yes, it’s true. I saw the portal appear when you two arrived here. It’s quite possible to traverse great distances via portals, though the interdimensional boundaries might be stretched very thin, and it’d take a lot of effort. I’ve often wondered what it’d be like to go through one of those portals myself.” Garrison said. 
 
    “You can take it.” The woman grumbled, shaking her head, and groaned as she lied back. “Have you got any food or water? My stomach’s heaving, but I’m hungry still.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, I’ve got plenty in the larder.” Garrison said, rushing off. “My mother makes sure of it!” 
 
    The woman cracked an eye at him. “Does your mother live here, too?” 
 
    “No, but her cabin’s not far away from here.” Garrison said, pushing up his glasses as he checked his pantry and icebox, gathering food.  
 
    “She checks in on me, makes sure I’m eating, and helps me with chores, that sort of thing. It can get pretty dusty with all these books.” Garrison said. 
 
    The woman groaned. “You should take better care of yourself and not let her do everything for you.” 
 
    “Yes, I should, but I’m distracted and forgetful sometimes. I’ve often forgotten—never mind, I might be talking too much. My name’s Garrison.” He said, bringing over everything he could possibly carry and depositing it on the table in front of the woman.  
 
    He didn’t know what she’d like or what she’d feel like eating or drinking, clearing off even more books to make space for the cornucopia of refreshments.  
 
    “Who’re you and the other man?” He asked, curious. 
 
    She stared at the assortment of goods, took a sip of water, and then started nibbling and then gobbling down whatever she could stomach then.  
 
    “My name’s Piper, the other man’s Lloyd or whatever his name is.” She muttered in between bites, glancing at the door behind which he laid. “I think I might be in a terrible situation.” 
 
    “Really? What kind of trouble?” He asked, staring at her. 
 
    “The worst kind, unless he can prove to me otherwise.” She shook her head and swallowed. “I don’t trust him, but he helped me out, so I owe him that much. But it’s outrageous, what he wants me to believe.” 
 
    “Did he kidnap you? Is he trying to rope you into some scheme?” He asked, worried as he peered at his bedroom door. 
 
    “I don’t know. I mean, I went with him voluntarily just now, but we were sort of forced together, and he’d been pursuing me beforehand. I tried to get away from him, but he kept jumping out, probably using that portal magic to catch up with me wherever I went.” 
 
    “That’s disturbing. He clearly needs to be reined in.” Garrison muttered. “I could contact the local branch of the mages’ Seven Wielders order. Perhaps someone might be able to restrict and restrain him so that he could be dealt with by their magistrates.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea, but he should be convinced of the idiocy of his beliefs, too.” Piper said, stuffing some more into her mouth as she turned to Garrison. “He believes he’s one of the pieces from the legendary Seven Pieces song, the eye, and that I’m the voice.” 
 
    “The voice and the eye? That’s odd.” Garrison frowned. “Why would he believe that?” 
 
    “I don’t know what convinced him. Admittedly his eyesight’s weird. Apparently he can see things from far away and that’s how he tracked me across a distance, able to find me even when I was hiding in an alleyway last night.” 
 
    “Really? Like clairvoyance? Such farsightedness is strange and unusual, even amongst mages. Apparently the focus it takes to pinpoint a person’s location, even from a relatively short distance like a couple of miles, is hard to manage when the area’s crowded and full of buildings.” Garrison said. “Too much distortion from the presence of other people and the obstruction of objects in their way.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, he can’t be the eye because it isn’t real, right? The Seven Pieces song’s just a myth!” Piper said, nearly knocking over her cup with an expressive gesture. “Oops,” she said, grabbing it before it fell over. 
 
    “On the contrary, I believe it’s based on a real historic source, the dissemination of Cawley by the first council of the seven mages that created the Seven Wielders order.” Garrison said. 
 
    “Come again?” Piper stared at him as she drank a little. 
 
    “Yes, it’s true. Cawley was, in essence, the founder of our country Septoven, as the person who conquered vast swathes of territory from the Torrance Tundra to the Kalivu Desert. He might’ve been the ruler of everything, too, if the mages hadn’t been afraid of the power and might he’d amassed. They pronounced sentence upon him and essentially destroyed him, stripping him of his abilities and scattering him.” 
 
    “That’s horrible.” Piper gasped, shaking her head and set her cup down.  
 
    “I hadn’t known that actually happened. I just thought it was a fairy tale or myth when it sounded so fanciful with all of his abilities. But to suffer such a horrendous fate…it must’ve been so painful.” Piper said. 
 
    “It was one of the worst punishments they could come up with for him, as a reminder to all those who’d stand up to the mages’ power and refuse to comply with them that this was the same fate that could happen to them. Pretty soon, most of Cawley’s generals surrendered control to the mages, and that was how our country Septoven came to be governed or at least overseen by the Seven Wielders order and their council.” 
 
    “I didn’t really go to school much as a child.” Piper remarked, getting up from her half-finished meal and grabbing one of the books lying around. “If I’d gone and paid attention more, maybe I would’ve heard this story about Cawley and the mages.” 
 
    “Not many people know the intimate details of this story with how the mages treated Cawley.” Garrison said, turning to her.  
 
    “I know because I’m a firm believer in researching every recorded source and document, not just the ones supported and approved of by the mages and their council. They’ve tried to suppress most of the information regarding Cawley, his conquests, and his fate, but I’ve been fascinated by such forbidden knowledge for years now. It’s part of the reason why I became a scholar, and why I’m not allowed to teach at the university in Sambarra anymore.” Garrison said. 
 
    “So you’re in exile out here?” Piper remarked, glancing out the window. 
 
    “In a way, though I come from here, too.” Garrison shrugged.  
 
    “My mother said I should move back here when I was practically kicked out of the university for pursuing such illicit studies. Though I was reluctant to return, there’s a certain amount of freedom, too, in being able to read and research whatever I want to without watchful eyes observing me. Admittedly I can’t get my hands on everything I want to look up, and I miss the university’s resources and its vast library.”  
 
    Garrison sighed, just remembering row after row of shelves, the walls lined with them for several stories. “But I manage to obtain and acquire forbidden materials before they’re suppressed and destroyed to look into them myself and see what secrets they hide.” 
 
    “I didn’t know being a scholar could be so dangerous.” Piper said, crossing her arms. 
 
    “Sometimes there are hazards, as with any pursuit. But I’m willing to go through with them if it allows me some autonomy and the ability to determine for myself the truth and knowledge of an event, its circumstances, and occurrences. One day I’m going to write a comprehensive history or study of Septoven over the past several hundred years, and I’m not going to leave anything out, even if they might suppress my book.” 
 
    “Great, good for you. So what’re we going to do about Lloyd?” Piper asked, pointing at the bedroom door. 
 
    “Oh, right. I was going to contact the local branch of the Seven Wielders order, but…” He looked around at all of the books in the room as a horrible thought occurred to him.  
 
    “I might have to hide a few hundred volumes in here if I don’t want them confiscated or destroyed.” He blanched at that prospect. “My books, I don’t want to lose my books.” He muttered to himself. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Piper groaned, shaking her head. “We can’t let Lloyd get out of control again when he wakes up. Who knows what he might do if he’s intent on pursuing this Seven Pieces nonsense? He could be dangerous.” 
 
    “You’re right. He can’t be allowed to terrorize you or force you into anything. But maybe I should try talking to him first, confront him and establish some baseline boundaries. Then I’ll send him on his way, telling him to leave you alone. If that doesn’t work, then we’ll contact the mages for help. Does that sound fair?” 
 
    Piper hesitated, and then nodded. “Okay, you go talk to him. Get him to go, if you can. I’ll wait here. I won’t face him again, unless he’s a lot more level-headed and apologetic.” 
 
    Garrison agreed, took off his glasses to appear sterner and protect them from this confrontation. He got up to cross the library, a little nervous as he reached his bedroom door.  
 
    He wondered what the mage might have in store for him. But he promised to help Piper out and he couldn’t let her down now, no matter what the cost might be to him.  
 
    He was a gentleman and a scholar, or so his mother told him, and he’d live up to that potential. So he pushed the door open and shut it tightly behind him. 
 
    He wondered if he’d make it out of here alive if the other man was so threatening. 
 
    Lloyd stirred a little, but didn’t fully rouse as he rolled over in bed. Garrison stiffened, afraid for a moment, but then he calmed down, adjusted himself, and strode over, shaking the other man awake. 
 
    “Excuse me, Lloyd? Wake up. We have some important business to discuss.” Garrison said as firmly as he could. 
 
    Lloyd opened his eyes, and Garrison saw everything reflected in them. Mountains of data and information streamed through his mind.  
 
    There were letters, numbers, equations, books, pamphlets, manuals, lines, verses, poems, records, battle formations, tactics, stratagems, plans, snatches of songs and voices, whispers, rumors, memories, recollections, emotions, sensations, dreams, nightmares, countenances, images, impressions, fears, anxieties, and so much more. 
 
    Garrison clutched his head and screamed, running out of the bedroom with it all overwhelming him. He was unable to think straight.  
 
    Piper gasped at the sound, turned around, and stared at him in horror. The previously unruffled man who just minutes ago had been one of the soundest minds she knew of, even though she just met him, had been reduced to a quivering, panicky mass. 
 
    “What’d Lloyd do to you?” She cried as Garrison raced past her. 
 
    He didn’t pay attention to her at all as he instinctively headed outside. 
 
    “We found the head!” Lloyd shouted, panting as he dashed up to the bedroom door. “We’re here! We found the head!” 
 
    “Stay the hell away from us!” Piper yelled at him, throwing a book at him. 
 
    Lloyd dodged and caught the book, as she followed Garrison outside.  
 
    “Wait, Garrison! Slow down!” Piper cried. 
 
    “What’d I miss?” Lloyd asked, perplexed as he went after them. 
 
    Garrison, meanwhile, didn’t hesitate as he sprinted across the grass towards the lake. Garrison didn’t care as he sloshed down into the shallows and then hurled his head into the water. 
 
    Piper caught up and stopped on the shore as he vanished under the surface. She wondered if she’d have to go in and save him from drowning himself. 
 
    But then he raised his head again after a minute, inhaling. Then he dipped his head back down again before she could call out to him. 
 
    Garrison remained submerged for another minute as Piper watched, stunned. Lloyd joined her at this point, equally horrified. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Lloyd asked as Garrison raised and dunked his head in again. 
 
    “I don’t have a clue! What’d you do to him?” Piper confronted him. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything to him! I saw him, I recognized him as the head. But before I got the chance to speak, he left!” Lloyd said. 
 
    “There must be something else going on here!” Piper said. 
 
    “Enough!” Garrison yelled. 
 
    His head was now above water, and they turned to him, standing out in the shallows. He was soaking wet, but calmer than he was before. He trudged up the bank, panting, and faced them.  
 
    “Lloyd didn’t do anything to me. Or at least he didn’t deliberately cast a spell on me or anything like that. You’re right, Piper, that there’s something else going on here, though. My mind just exploded for a minute there when I saw Lloyd. I think I recognized him, too.” Garrison said. 
 
    “Oh, no, not you too!” Piper yelped as Lloyd lit up, beaming with excitement. 
 
    “I don’t know everything that’s going on, but I think he might be onto something with this Seven Pieces theory.” Garrison said. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Three: 
 
    The Vision 
 
      
 
    “You’re both fools and you’re both insane.” Piper said as she stomped back towards Garrison’s house, shaking her head. 
 
    “Wait a minute, Piper.” Garrison said. 
 
    He wiped at his wet hair when he wanted to talk to her and listen to her speak. For some reason, her voice meant everything to him then. Then he paused as he noticed something was missing.  
 
    “My glasses, what’d I do with my glasses?” He asked, looking around for them. 
 
    “Yay, you believe me!” Lloyd whooped, practically jumping for joy. 
 
    “I don’t believe you necessarily.” Garrison said, turning to Lloyd.  
 
    “I just think it’s a possible explanation for what’s going on here, but not the sole possibility. Oh, wait, I left my glasses inside before I went to confront you.” Garrison said, remembering. “That’s a relief. At least I didn’t lose them in the lake. My mother would’ve killed me if I did.” 
 
    “Speaking of, why’d you soak yourself off like that?” Lloyd asked, pointing at the water. “What set you off?” 
 
    “My mind was burning up, it felt like, with all of this knowledge, information, memories, impressions and more flooding my head. The only thing I could think of to calm myself down and wash away the deluge was to, well, dunk my head. It worked, I feel better now, but my head is still crammed with all of this new stuff and I’m still trying to process it.” Garrison said. 
 
    “That happened the moment you saw me, looked into my eyes?” Lloyd asked. 
 
    “Yes. I feel an affinity for you now, and a hint of something with Piper, which is why I’m willing to bear with you and listen to what you have to say. I’ll entertain the notion that you might be right about this Seven Pieces nonsense. You said that I might be the head?” 
 
    “Yes, one of the smartest people in this group, the one with the brain, memories, and the mind of Cawley.” Lloyd said. 
 
    “You know about Cawley?” Garrison asked. 
 
    “Yes, knowing about him led me to the conclusion that I’m definitely one of the seven pieces of Cawley, his eyes. Especially when I saw glimpses of you, Piper, and the others before I started searching for all of you.” 
 
    “It feels like I’ve got more than one brain stuffed into my head now. So I could be at the point of believing you soon enough. But I want to discuss this matter with you and Piper, if she’s willing to listen to us, before I join in with this search for the rest of the missing pieces.” Garrison said. 
 
    “I’d be happy if you’d come. Maybe you could convince Piper, too? I don’t know why she hasn’t been affected like you and me, why she doesn’t feel the same connection between us and Cawley.” 
 
    “Listen, Lloyd, you’ve got to lay off her. You’re scaring her away. I don’t know what you’ve done to her before coming here, but she was talking to me about having you arrested. We were thinking of turning you in to the local branch of the Seven Wielders order.” 
 
    “What? Why would you do that?” Lloyd stared at him in horror. “That’s the worst thing you could do to us!” 
 
    “I know it might be dangerous for us now, for all of us, if they find out who we are and that we’re trying to reunite the seven pieces. But we didn’t have a clue what was going on and you were out of control.” 
 
    Garrison jabbed Lloyd and said, “You need to rein yourself in, Lloyd, and act more sensible. Calm yourself down, stop being so excited, and let Piper decide for herself what she’s going to do, okay? Maybe she’ll accept the situation, maybe she might develop her own connection to us. But for now, we need to take it slow and easy with her, okay? No more pushing her around or forcing her into anything.” 
 
    “Okay, fine. I won’t be so insistent.” Lloyd said, looking down. “Can I dry you off with a wind spell? You’re still soaked.” 
 
    “Go ahead, I’ll try it out.” Garrison said, holding his arms out.  
 
    Lloyd inhaled and blew out a mighty blast of air, drying Garrison out in an instant, though he was pushed back by the force of the wind, and nearly knocked down. Garrison got back up again and brushed himself off while Lloyd panted, inhaling some more air after the effort he went through. 
 
    “That was quite effective. It’s almost like I never went into the water. Thanks, Lloyd.” Garrison said, approaching him. 
 
    “No problem. By the way, what’s your name again?” Lloyd asked in between heaving breaths. 
 
    “Garrison. Nice to meet you, Lloyd.” They shook hands, smiling at each other for a minute. “Now, let’s go see what Piper’s up to, and remember, Lloyd, don’t upset her and keep your distance.” Garrison said. 
 
    Lloyd nodded, and they headed back towards Garrison’s house. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Piper had stormed away from the others, enraged by their attitudes and that Garrison could be so easily persuaded and swayed by Lloyd’s belief in the seven pieces. She didn’t know what he went through a few moments ago, but whatever it was, it surely shouldn’t be enough to convince him so completely unless he was also a little crazy too, right? 
 
    He seemed nice and intelligent enough when she first met him. But maybe that was only a surface veneer, and he might be more mixed-up and confused beneath that.  
 
    Piper knew about such facades, for her own life was about putting on a show for an audience and hiding whatever feelings or fears she had. But she thought she was a better judge of character than most people and had assumed Garrison was pretty straightforward. 
 
    Maybe she was mistaken about that, and now she’d have to flee this scene before they tried to convince her to join their cult. She wished that she’d wound up closer to Hammith, and not a couple hundred miles away from there, going through that portal. But now she’d have to take off and travel through the Blooming Lake District instead. 
 
    At least she was closer to the capital city of Sambarra, though, and some more up-scale venues than some of the country towns she usually performed in. She headed back into the library, wondering if her travel pack was somewhere around here, when she spotted one of the books lying on the low table in front of the sofa. 
 
    Entitled The History of Cawley, it was an old leathery tome, full of creased, worn, yellowed pages. She was curious, even after all she’d heard and witnessed, to check it out herself.  
 
    She sat on the sofa, grabbed the volume, and cracked it open as she flipped through the pages. She scanned a couple of passages as she wondered what kind of account this author might share of the legendary figure. 
 
    Mostly it seemed to describe wars and battle he’d fought in, how he charged the enemy and spread out his forces to outflank them. It was relatively dull enough for her when it gave a flat impression of him being nothing more than a brilliant military commander.  
 
    While such an attribute might be important for historical events, it wasn’t what she was interested in finding out about him. She wondered if there was something more to his life than just his career. 
 
    Then she came upon an illustration of Cawley, seated upon his horse in full armor. His black hair whipped behind him with hazel eyes lightly colored in. 
 
    Standing next to the steed was a plainly dressed woman with white hair also being blown back, her gray eyes sketched in. Both of them steadfastly stared out of the page, like they were looking directly at the reader, and Piper found herself reaching out towards them. 
 
    She remembered when she touched Lloyd’s hand that she had a vision of another man standing next to her, holding her close as she clung onto him. Both of them had been crying and whispering or singing something to each other. 
 
    Now that she saw this image of Cawley, she realized it was the striking likeness of that other man in her dream. 
 
    As for the woman, though she hadn’t seen herself so clearly in that hallucination, it was almost like they shared a kinship with each other. The woman’s hair was just like Lloyd’s, though not quite as matted as his, which unnerved her slightly. 
 
    As she contemplated all of this, she winced and the vision returned to her like it’d never left her, though more vivid and vibrant than before. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    They were standing in the middle of a field, arms wrapped around each other. The flowers were in bloom as she tried to distract herself, gazing upon their bright hues with tears in her eyes and the wind rippled through the grass and her hair. 
 
    They were gathered in front of the couple, all seven of them facing the pair. Though they tried to appear stoic and firm, they shuddered a little at the thought of what they were going to do.  
 
    However, the mages wouldn’t be moved from their task. So they began to summon their powers, building up the energy necessary to unleash a terrible force. 
 
    Cawley tried to push her away, tell her to go. But she refused to budge, clinging desperately to him and crying.  
 
    His eyes glistened as well and he held onto her, trying to shield her from the deadly force building up. He breathed into her hair and she listened to his heart beating faster. 
 
    Then as they murmured their good-byes and farewells, saying that they loved each other, he softly sang, his voice nearly breaking, “The wind is high, and I’m calling out to you.” 
 
    Knowing the song well, she continued, “My heart is pounding like the beating of the drums, and I’m calling out to you.” 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    In that moment, Piper realized that she was singing the same lines of their song in Garrison’s library and that both Garrison and Lloyd had walked back into the room. They were staring at her when they heard her sing, like they couldn’t believe their ears.  
 
    She stopped and shook her head, her mind brought back to the present moment. The vision faded away, but it wasn’t completely gone. 
 
    “What was that? Where’d you hear that song?” Garrison asked, gaping at her. 
 
    “I don’t know, but ever since I met you two, I’ve been having this vision.” Piper gulped, and she realized that she’d been crying, too. “I don’t know what it means, but damn it, I hope that it isn’t true.” 
 
    “You’re part of it, aren’t you?” Lloyd asked, facing her.  
 
    “I’ve been having the same sort of dreams, too, for years now. It started off with me seeing the seven original mages from the first council pointing at me, accusing me of various crimes.” Lloyd said. 
 
    “Then dozens of others followed, different scenes from different parts of the same life, mostly battles. But there were also other moments, too, childhood days, parents and family, lovers and friends, homes and landscapes, hospitals and sickbeds, meadows and rivers, mountains and valleys, a whole life or two. I couldn’t control whenever or wherever the dreams showed up.” Lloyd continued. 
 
    “They just followed me, stuck inside my head, in my eyes. Then I realized what some of the scenes meant. I pieced it together, and I started trying to find out as much as I could about Cawley and the seven pieces. That got me in trouble with the Seven Wielders order and I was banished to the Kalivu Desert, stripped of my order, but at least they didn’t know who I was, the eyes. So then I started searching for all of you.” Lloyd told them. 
 
    “This can’t be happening, damn it.” Piper muttered, clutching the book. “I can’t actually be listening to you.” 
 
    “I know it’s a lot to take in. I find myself still overwhelmed and doubtful with what I just experienced.” Garrison said, bending down before Piper.  
 
    “We don’t want to rush or force you into anything, but if there’s a chance that any of this is true, then maybe we should at least consider the possibility and try to figure out where to go from there.” Garrison said. 
 
    “Okay, maybe. But if we’re going through with this madness, then who is this woman?” Piper asked, turning the book around to show the illustration to Garrison and Lloyd, who came over to take a look. 
 
    “Is that Sonya? I’ve never seen a picture of her before.” Lloyd said, and then tugged at his hair to take a look at his tresses. “Why do I have the same hair as her?” 
 
    “Sonya was Cawley’s wife.” Garrison said, turning to Piper. “Not many sources include her as part of their accounts on Cawley. But she was mostly a private individual who stayed at home and didn’t get involved with Cawley’s campaigns. According to what little we know about her, she was a healer, though some mages exaggerated her skills and called her a witch to denigrate Cawley after his death. Both Cawley and Sonya might’ve had some magical powers, but they weren’t as powerful as mages.” 
 
    “What happened to Sonya? Did she die the same way as Cawley?” Piper asked. 
 
    Garrison and Lloyd froze, staring at Piper. “Why would you say that?” Lloyd asked. 
 
    “That’s my vision. I see them standing together, singing and crying as the mages are about to…disintegrate or execute them.” Piper said, remembering the horror of that moment. 
 
    “Oh, gods, no one’s ever written about what happened to Sonya.” Garrison said, the horrible truth coming to him. “If she was standing next to him, if she shared the same fate that he did, then she’d be part of it, too. We’d all have part of Sonya and Cawley in us.” 
 
    “Those damn mages!” Lloyd yelled. 
 
    Furious, he stood up and started kicking at the piles of books on the floor, raging and fuming incoherently as he pulled more off of the shelves. 
 
    “Careful with that!” Garrison shouted, rushing over as he tried to restrain and pull Lloyd back. “You’re going to damage or destroy priceless works if you don’t get yourself under control!”  
 
    The two men struggled against each other, Lloyd trying to pull out of Garrison’s grip, though he didn’t resort to using magic to escape. 
 
    “Who cares about these stupid books?” Piper grumbled, slamming The History of Cawley shut as she tried not to cry.  
 
    She nearly threw it onto the low table. “How could these writers and historians not even know or care about what happened to Sonya? Didn’t anyone ever consider such a possibility before now?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but sometimes people, even scholars, can be short-sighted, or focused so much on special achievements and events, that we don’t consider all of the other individuals involved or what happened to them.” Garrison said, turning to Piper. 
 
    He wrestled Lloyd onto the ground, pinning him. “That doesn’t mean we should throw a fit and destroy valuable resources, Lloyd!” He bellowed at the other man, punching him.  
 
    “Everything’s built on top of everything else, and we can’t forget about those connections.” Garrison told them. 
 
    Lloyd grimaced and slipped out of Garrison’s hold. “All right, fine. I’ll leave your precious books alone.”  
 
    Lloyd groused, wiping off a little sweat and blood, “Just let me at those mages, and I’ll teach them a lesson they won’t forget.” 
 
    Garrison groaned. “Threatening people won’t change what happened in the past either. We should just try to move on and change whatever we can in the present.” 
 
    “So what’re we going to do then, if this is real?” Piper asked, staring at Garrison and Lloyd.  
 
    “We search for the other four people, the ear, the arm, the heart and the legs, and then do we try to challenge the mages on what their ancestors did to Sonya and Cawley? Or do we move on from that previous life and do something else?” Piper asked. 
 
    Garrison and Lloyd gazed at each other.  
 
    “That’s a good question.” Garrison said. “Your plan’s mostly what I expect we should do, find the others, and then determine how we should react. If we challenge or contest the Seven Wielders council, on behalf of Cawley and Sonya for what their predecessors did in the past, then we might be in big trouble. Or maybe we should lay low instead and try to protect one another from the mages.” 
 
    “The mages’ council definitely would be after us if they realized what we were doing, that we were coming together like this.” Lloyd said. 
 
    “So should we not reunite at all?” Piper asked, concerned. “Should we just stay apart then, and keep ourselves safe from harm? Wouldn’t that be the best way of protecting ourselves from the council?” 
 
    The other two hesitated, glancing at each other.  
 
    “Admittedly that might be a sound plan, and maybe the safest way to go, yet I can’t help wondering what the others might be like, too.” Garrison said, turning to Piper. “Aren’t you the least bit curious about finding out more about your other selves, your other halves in other words? For we’re all part of the same two people, I imagine.” 
 
    Piper frowned and shook her head. “No, I mean, I don’t know. I might be curious to know more about them and figure out how we fit together. Maybe we might solve a few mysteries about Cawley and Sonya and fulfill the promise of the old songs, to get some justice for them. But to challenge or take on the Seven Wielders council is a big leap.” 
 
    “I promise that whatever happens, Piper, whatever we do next, you won’t be alone anymore.” Lloyd said, stepping forward to face her.  
 
    “We’re together in this now when we’re part of the same group. We’re a family of sorts, though it might go deeper than that.” Lloyd said. 
 
    Garrison winced as he half expected Piper to slap Lloyd and storm off when he was being forward again with her in an intimidating, almost inappropriate way. But instead, Piper scowled as she examined Lloyd and Garrison, perhaps considering the prospect half seriously. 
 
    “Fine. I might as well stick with you two for the duration of this trip or quest or whatever we’re embarking upon.” Piper said, stepping away from Lloyd.  
 
    “I don’t know where we’re going or what might happen to us, but hopefully it’ll be better than just hiding ourselves away and pretending this never happened.” Piper said. 
 
    “Thank you, Piper.” Lloyd sighed, relieved she’d agreed to continue traveling with them. “Unfortunately, we might have to go to the capital of Sambarra after this.” 
 
    “Sambarra? Right where the mages’ council is located?” Garrison groaned, shaking his head as Piper stared at Lloyd in horror.  
 
    “Why do we have to go there?” Garrison asked. 
 
    “Because the arm’s there. I think he’s a knight from the glimpses I got of him, but I don’t know which one.” Lloyd said. “I used to be able to recognize some of them before I was banished. I’ve been gone too long.” 
 
    “A knight?” Garrison said, intrigued as he started glancing around.  
 
    “I used to watch jousting tournaments back when I lived in Sambrra, and while I’m not there anymore, I like to keep track of the latest developments in the sport. Here we go.” Garrison said, picking up a pamphlet and leafing through it for Lloyd to peruse. “These have pictures and drawings of the newest and most popular knights. Maybe he’s amongst those.” 
 
    Lloyd took a look, and then he excitedly tapped on one of them. “That’s him, that’s the arm, Sir Edwin of Medalchat! Medalchat? What happened to Sir Percival of Medalchat?” 
 
    “That was his father. Sir Percival’s retired now, and Edwin took over in the tourneys once he was knighted.” Garrison said, looking at the drawing, too.  
 
    “Edwin’s one of the best, most popular figures in the sport now. They say he’s got really strong arms, so that might be him. He can knock off most of his opponents with just a single tilt.” Garrison said. 
 
    Piper almost rolled her eyes at their excitability over the sport, but she came over and glanced at the picture.  
 
    “So we’re going to see him first?” Piper asked.  
 
    There wasn’t much detail in the drawing, which was a simple, rough sketch of his face and outline. He seemed like a bulky, well-built person, maybe with an intense stare and crewcut hair. But that could just be the artist’s rendering of his likeness. 
 
    “Why can’t we go find the others first before we go to the most dangerous place to get him?” Piper asked, staring at the others. 
 
    “I know with a certainty where and who he is now. I can’t find the others so easily, though I might have an idea of where they could be located.” Lloyd said, facing Piper.  
 
    “Besides, the others are farther away. We’re going to jump again through a portal to reach them. It’s faster and easier, jumping through portals, if you go to the closest place. We’d have to go to Sambarra sometime, so we might as well deal with it and go there now, sooner rather than later, than wait and worry about it.” Lloyd said. 
 
    Piper grimaced, thinking about that portal and how much she hated traveling through it. Maybe Lloyd was right.  
 
    “Sambarra it is then.” She said. “You better warn the scholar about the portal.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ve heard about their effects.” Garrison already appeared a little green, thinking about it. “I better bring a bag to barf in, just in case.” 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Four: 
 
    Problematic Prospect 
 
      
 
    Edwin hummed softly to himself without much else to do but stand there and contemplate. Then he heard footsteps treading the corridor and stopping outside his door.  
 
    He lifted his head at the rattle of the keys in the lock and the clang of the bolt being thrown.  
 
    A minute later, the door opened and the jailor announced, “Your father’s here to see you.” 
 
    Edwin winced, wishing his father hadn’t come when he was in such a state. But Sir Percival entered the cell and glared at his son, like the reprobate he always thought he was. That was the only reason why his father ever came to see him anymore, to gloat and condemn him.  
 
    Edwin glowered back at his father and didn’t say anything when it wasn’t worth the effort. He wanted to see the other man break first.  
 
    However, he felt ashamed and wished that he could come up with some excuse. But there was nothing that could make up for his actions. 
 
    “So now you’ve finally done it.” Percival shook his head. “You let your strength get the best of you.” 
 
    “You used to be proud of how strong I was.” Edwin remarked, remembering a time when things were different between them. 
 
    “Back when you controlled yourself, but now look at you. You’ve gone too far this time, Edwin.” 
 
    “It was an accident.” 
 
    “I don’t care. They don’t care. The man might’ve died. As it was, he’ll live in pain for whatever time he has left, which might be dramatically shorter. That’s your fault.” 
 
    “Do you think I don’t know that?” Edwin grimaced. “I’ll have to live with that guilt, too.” 
 
    “That guilt’s too damn good for you. You deserve worse punishment than—what’s your sentence again?” 
 
    “Ninety days like this.” Edwin rattled the chains keeping him strung up off of the ground, hanging from the wall and ceiling.  
 
    The shackles around his arms were especially vexing. They were doubly secured when he kept pulling himself loose the first time they tried to lock him up.  
 
    His cursed arms were to blame for what happened, when sometimes he didn’t know what strength he wielded. On ordinary days, he might be able to restrain himself and not cause any harm. But in his worst days and moments, he might be strong enough to rip a hole through a building. 
 
    “Then ninety days of hard labor.” Edwin recited. “Ninety days in the pit after that. Then a year in servitude. I’m hereby discharged as a knight, and no longer allowed to participate in the tourneys.” 
 
    “All for what, I ask you? What did that man do to you that you beat him up so badly?” Percival asked, scowling at him. 
 
    “I asked him to move along, please, when he was bothering a lady, and then he--challenged me to a duel.” Edwin stated the official version of the story. 
 
    It was more complicated than that when the other man, a lordling named Fairfax, had threatened both him and the lady, Nerys, with a sword and Edwin had been unarmed. But Edwin had disarmed Fairfax before he could harm them, pummeling the man into submission.  
 
    Lady Nerys hadn’t been able to testify to this in court, however, probably afraid for her life when she’d been threatened into silence by the other man’s agents. She said that nothing much had happened, and then glanced away, too ashamed to look at anybody, especially Edwin. 
 
    Fairfax also had so many excuses and alibis, not to mention friends in the higher echelons that might’ve persuaded the judge to believe his side of the story, and look down unfavorably upon Edwin. Edwin also thought Fairfax might’ve exaggerated the extent and condition of his injuries. 
 
    Edwin could’ve sworn he left the other man reasonably well off, enough so that he’d recover from the worst of it in just a few weeks. But Fairfax claimed that so much more had been damaged that he might never walk again. 
 
    The court believed him. Edwin tried to defend himself, but he couldn’t think of anything to say. 
 
    His tongue was so tied up and his mind wrapped up in worry that he couldn’t string together an explanation for his actions, beyond the duel excuse Fairfax had used. 
 
    He couldn’t believe that he’d willingly fell for such an excuse. It was far too convenient for such a matter, but it felt like he didn’t have a choice.  
 
    No one else spoke up for him or Lady Nerys. So the judge charged him for the crime, and let Fairfax go free, probably to terrorize Lady Nerys once more. 
 
    He’d been duped and now he’d suffer the consequences, never to be a knight again or charge into the fray at a tourney. It made him want to weep, but he couldn’t cry in front of his father. 
 
    The man already saw him as weak for being unable to controls his impulses or his strength. 
 
    If only his mother, Agatha, was still here to defend him. But she died a long time ago, leaving Edwin alone with just his father to mind him.  
 
    It was a wonder he hadn’t grown up so bitter and coldhearted as his old man. But he was still sullen and brittle at times.  
 
    Maybe he should’ve taken on a different profession, not tried to become a knight to impress his father, who never smiled otherwise. But it was too late now.  
 
    He’d grown up into this mess of a man and now his entire career and fortune was ruined. What would he do now, aside from facing this punishment? 
 
    Percival shook his head. “I hope you’re happy and that you’ve learned a lesson out of all this.” 
 
    “I certainly have.” Edwin said. “No good deed goes unpunished.” 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Late last night, Veronica, as head of Hammith’s chapter of the Seven Wielders order, was called upon to investigate an incident at an inn, which might’ve been caused by an erratic mage. Instead, she deduced from examining the evidence and hearing witness accounts that a firecracker had been set off.  
 
    However, the bard who might’ve been responsible had been singing the Seven Pieces ballad beforehand, which was questionable and prohibited in public, perhaps an act of rebellion to stir up trouble. Then several people who were sent to a hospital reported that they’d been attacked by a mage, with one man hurled across a great distance. 
 
    Veronica questioned and interviewed them as well, receiving a description of the assailant as she suspected they might’ve been involved in less than decent affairs, too. However, she couldn’t prosecute them on such an account, and instead left that up to the local constabulary. 
 
    She sent her report in the early morning hours to the Seven Wielders headquarters and went to bed, thinking that was the end of her involvement in the matter if the mage didn’t show up in Hammith again. But then she was woken up a few hours later with a missive that asked her to testify before the Seven Wielders council itself. 
 
    She panicked a little, wondering why they’d want to talk to her when there wasn’t anything of interest in her investigation. But she still transported herself to the capital, calming herself with the thought that whatever was the matter, at least she’d done her part and couldn’t be blamed for any mistakes. 
 
    She arrived at the heart of a complex of stark, elegant marble buildings that served as the headquarters for the Seven Wielders order. Each of the seven orders had a building dedicated to them.  
 
    She pinpointed the Plant Order building where she’d trained for a short while before moving back to Hammith. The council itself had a large chamber hall where it received petitioners, ambassadors, and representatives seeking an audience with them. 
 
    In essence, the Seven Wielders order acted as a governmental entity supervising and policing all magical matters and anything related to them. There were lords, ministers, judges and more who controlled the rest of the country of Septoven and dealt with mundane affairs. 
 
    These other officials created policies and enforced the law for their districts. But when it came to esoteric and supernatural matters, they deferred to the mages for their expertise and jurisdictional concern. 
 
    They didn’t want to upset the Seven Wielders council, after all, some of the most powerful mages in the land. It was once said that the lords and ministers gathered together and tried to appoint a leader for their summit, someone who’d have greater authority over the entire land, and not just individual districts.  
 
    But then the council stepped in and quietly, but firmly told them no. So they disbanded and turned down that notion, returning to their regular arrangement.  
 
    Veronica half understood that most ordinary people believed the Seven Wielders order actually governed the entire country, because of stories like this one. 
 
    While that was an easy mistake to make, considering how much sway they had over the lords on certain matters, that wasn’t the case. The Seven Wielders were concerned with regulating the flow of power in Septoven, no more than that. 
 
    They ensured that all mages were accounted for, that they were properly trained in their abilities so that they wouldn’t cause any harm to others, and mages were punished if they stepped out of line of the required limits. If any mage acted up or tried to gain too much strength, maybe even attempted to assert their authority over others, then they had to be stopped.  
 
    A centralized force that exerted dominance over the entire country was too much of a target for rogue mages to take advantage of. So the council might’ve countermanded any measure that appointed such a leader.  
 
    They believed in the separation of such powers. While the council might be a symbol of sovereignty, it was still comprised of seven individuals representing seven different orders, and no one person controlled that. 
 
    Veronica appeared at the council chamber hall just before noon. She announced her presence to the secretary on duty, and waited to be admitted to an audience.  
 
    Finally, the secretary declared she could enter. She ascended to the council’s chamber, facing them in an arrangement around a long table. 
 
    The current members of the Seven Wielders council, who were usually appointed to such a spot for the duration of three years, included three men and four women, Ambrose, Michiko, Juro, Eurydice, Nemo, Lenora and Bryanna. Veronica bowed and sat down before them, waiting to be addressed as they scanned her report once more. 
 
    “You mentioned a bard here.” Eurydice said, tapping a page. “What about this woman was special? Did she have a strong voice?” 
 
    “She was a bard as far as I knew.” Veronica shrugged, facing them. “She might have a strong voice to take up such a profession, but nothing more. I didn’t think she was a mage or anything like that. She set off the firecracker and escaped in the chaos, didn’t use any powers beyond that. She might’ve been accosted by someone beforehand, and wanted to get out of there.” 
 
    “Did someone report who confronted her?” Michiko asked, leaning forward. “Was it a man? Perhaps the same mage who fought off those delinquents?” 
 
    Veronica hesitated, thinking. “It’s a stretch, but I think there might’ve been one account that described a person similar to such a mage. However, I don’t know if it’s credible to tie the two events together.” 
 
    Although she had to admit it was unusual for two such occurrences to happen on the same night in Hammith when usually only one such incident happened in an entire year. She was starting to believe it might be possible they were related, especially if the council believed it, too. 
 
    “It might be enough to tie them together, the mage and the bard.” Ambrose said, pounding his fist on the table. “We could be looking at a detrimental incidence.” 
 
    The council members murmured amongst each other, arguing the issue, while Veronica asked, “I’m sorry, but what exactly is going on here? Why is this event such a serious matter?” 
 
    The council members paused and glanced at each other, contemplative. “Perhaps we should let her in on the secret, especially if we might include her later.” Juro said, and a few others nodded. Veronica recognized Juro as a member of her order, too, who’d been a teacher several years ago. 
 
    “What secret?” Veronica asked. 
 
    “We believe these two, the mage and the bard, might be members of the Seven Pieces group.” Lenora said, indicating the drawings Veronica had made of the two individuals. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but why would you believe that? That’s just a legend, right?” Veronica said, confronting the council. 
 
    “I’m afraid not, or not such a legend as it is a cornerstone of our legacy.” Nemo said, turning to her. “The original council were the ones who split Cawley into seven pieces, and we believe these individuals might be reincarnated members of such a group.” 
 
    Veronica shook her head. “I’m at a loss here.” 
 
    Bryanna stood up. “We’re letting you in on the secrets of our foundation, and we believe that you might be able to help us capture and prosecute these individuals before they can form a whole party, and ignite a rebellion against us. The existence of the Seven Pieces threatens our stability and that of the country, and we can’t allow them to continue like this. We need your help and assistance in such a matter. Are you willing to join us?” 
 
    Veronica slowly nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    “Good. Then let’s go back over the facts, and share some details with Veronica here.” Eurydice said, pointing at the picture of the mage. “We believe this man is none other than a banished shadow mage named Lloyd, exiled several years ago and stripped of his order after he started poking and prodding at records and reports on the Seven Pieces and Cawley.” 
 
    “He was a talented individual with excessive visual powers, able to perceive things from a distance, maybe even predict or envision things beyond his knowledge.” Michiko said, facing Veronica. “We were already suspicious about his abilities, but now we’re almost certain that he’s the eyes, as mentioned in the song.” 
 
    “We tried to keep track of his wandering in the desert, but now we’ve completely lost him, and he seems to have shown up in Hammith, your neighborhood.” Ambrose said. “We were wondering why he’d go there, what purpose could call him back when he’s still in trouble, until we started to contemplate the possibility it might have something to do with this bard you mentioned earlier in your report.” 
 
    “We have no clue who she is or where she came from, but if she’s the voice as predicted, then we might truly be in trouble, if she and Lloyd have gotten together.” Juro said. 
 
    “What harm could the voice cause if she doesn’t have any powers like Lloyd does, aside from a strong voice?” Veronica asked. 
 
    “Though she might not have the physical strength and skills of other members in this group, she might be a linchpin to this movement, a rallying point when persuasion can be a motivating factor, too.” Lenora said, turning to her. “The bard might be a good target to take out early on before she gains any strength or can persuade others to join their cause.” 
 
    Veronica shook her head and grimaced. “This doesn’t sound appealing or aboveboard.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, we’re not at that point anymore.” Nemo said, confronting her. “We’re asking you to join a task force that will go after the Seven Pieces and take them out, preferably alive so that we can question them and find out what they know. We would like to peacefully work out a settlement between them, but if that can’t be arranged, we might have to use force against them.” 
 
    “I understand. I’m willing to do that.” Veronica said, hoping that she wasn’t lying. 
 
    “Good. You’ll report to Gareth, he’ll assign you a spot and duties, and we’ll hopefully see you again when everything’s settled.” Bryanna said, settling down. “You’re dismissed. A secretary can lead you out, and show where Gareth’s located.” 
 
    Veronica nodded, bowed again, and left the council chamber hall as she absorbed everything she’d just heard today and what she agreed to participate in. A manhunt for extremely dangerous individuals, which might lead who knows where, with a group of people she knew nothing about?  
 
    It looked like she was going to be gone from Hammith for a long time at this rate. She hoped her assistant was up to the challenge of running things there while she was gone, though admittedly, hardly anything happened in Hammith before now. 
 
    Perhaps this might be an opportunity for her, she tried to reassure herself as she followed the secretary across the campus lawn toward one of the precinct buildings for magical law enforcement that were located next to the council chamber hall. Maybe she might find out something new she’d never known before.  
 
    Maybe she might advance in the ranks. Or maybe she might gain a name for herself that could lead to a spot on the council someday. 
 
    It was something to dream about, in any case, when she might be dealing with a hazardous matter that could potentially lead to her downfall instead, if things went horribly wrong. She tried to paint a rosier picture on things sometimes, to make it look better, but even she had to deal with the problematic prospects. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Five: 
 
    Edwin 
 
      
 
    Piper, Garrison, and Lloyd braced themselves as they went through the portal that morning. But this time around, the effect wasn’t so bad, or at least they didn’t pass out when they arrived in an alleyway somewhere in the outskirts of Sambarra.  
 
    Garrison heaved for breath and clutched at his bag, but he didn’t barf. Lloyd staggered around a minute, adjusting to his surroundings when the world seemed to be swaying. 
 
    Piper leaned against a wall, sighing to herself, until her bout of nausea and dizziness seemed to pass. Once that was over with, she got up and faced the others, who were also recovering and regaining their senses. 
 
    “All right, we’re going to find Edwin?” Piper said. 
 
    “Indeed.” Lloyd said. 
 
    He threw up a hood to cover his head as he wore a cloak he’d borrowed from Garrison. However, the cloak dragged a little on the ground, as Garrison was taller than him, probably by about a foot.  
 
    Lloyd had to disguise himself due to his status as a banished mage. He wasn’t allowed to leave the desert, and he didn’t want to be recognized by any mage in the area who might be familiar with him. 
 
    “Are you sure that cloak’s going to be good enough?” Garrison said, eying the other man. 
 
    “It’d do for now under ordinary scrutiny, when we might be walking amongst regular civilians. I could transform myself slightly with an illusion, maybe change my hair when that’s my most distinctive feature. But I can’t maintain an illusion forever. High level mages might be able to see through that.” Lloyd said. “I’m going to reserve my power for when I desperately need it to hide myself.” 
 
    “Okay, cloak it is then.” Piper nodded. “Should we start off at a jousting tournament?” 
 
    “Let’s check in at this bar first.” Garrison said, noticing a pub sign nearby.  
 
    “There might be some gamblers in there who could tell us when the next joust might be and if Sir Edwin’s in the list. Then we could find out which field we need to go to.” Garrison said. 
 
    “Let’s go.” Lloyd said, leading the way with the others following. 
 
    “He’s excited.” Piper remarked to Garrison. 
 
    “I think he’s looking forward to everyone coming together, making progress.” Garrison said. “That we’re part of this with him, too.” 
 
    “Just as long as he doesn’t get carried away.” Piper said and Garrison nodded. 
 
    However, at the pub, things took a downturn as they heard that Sir Edwin had been arrested for accosting and dueling with a lordling. He was currently serving time in jail.  
 
    Piper, Garrison, and Lloyd sat around a table, glum as they contemplated their next step and what they should do. 
 
    “We have to free him.” Lloyd said. 
 
    Piper groaned. “You can’t bust him out of jail, can you? That’ll land us in worse trouble and we’d definitely be noticed by the mages.” 
 
    “Not necessarily if we got out of there fast enough.” Garrison frowned, trying to figure out a plan. “If Lloyd could immediately create a portal, we might escape before we’re caught.” 
 
    “I could do it, I bet.” Lloyd said. “With just the right amount of time.” 
 
    Piper shook her head. “We’d be dead before that happened.” 
 
    “Not if the guards are—Lloyd, can you take a look at the jail where Edwin might be? Can you spy on him, and the defenses there?” Garrison asked. 
 
    “I could try.” Lloyd concentrated, attempting to visualize Edwin and his location, to see beyond that as well.  
 
    Suddenly he opened his eyes and blinked, horrified. “Shit.” He said. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Piper asked, noticing something was up with him. 
 
    Lloyd looked up at them, stunned. “I think there are mages keeping watching over him.” 
 
    Garrison moaned. “No, please tell me that’s not true.” 
 
    “How could they know if Edwin was the arm?” Piper asked, staring at Lloyd. 
 
    “If he was strong enough, if he’d drawn enough attention to himself with his feats, then maybe the mages might’ve taken notice of him, wondering if he might have powers of his own that unfairly fortified him.” Lloyd said, contemplating the possibility.  
 
    “If that’s the case, and they realized there might be a chance he was the arm, then maybe they’d keep tabs on him instead of trying to arrest him, if there was no proof and he was alone. If that’s true, then they might…have been looking at me as well.” Lloyd gasped. 
 
    Garrison grimaced. “Damn it, I was afraid of something like this. You two stood out too much with him as a knight and you as a mage. It’s no wonder the Seven Wielders order recruited and scrutinized as many people as they could, just in case someone turned out to be one of the Seven Pieces. They wanted to be ready, just in case something like this happened.” 
 
    “So what can we do? Can we get past them at all? What about that illusion you mentioned, Lloyd?” Piper asked. 
 
    Lloyd frowned. “I had a glimpse at the mages on duty. There were a couple of them currently watching over the jail. I think they’re low-level acolytes, not strong enough yet to pierce and see through an illusion. Perhaps they didn’t think we would, or I would, go straight to Edwin anytime soon.” 
 
    “That’s some good news.” Garrison said. 
 
    “However, I don’t think I can directly enter the jail, even disguised.” Lloyd said, thinking. “I might still stand out, even with an illusion. I need to be outside, maybe dealing with the mages, ready to portal in, grab all of you, and portal out again within a few moments.” Lloyd said. 
 
    “Just me and Garrison will go in?” Piper said, glancing at the others. “What’ll we do? How do we get past the guards to see Edwin? What story should we tell them, when he might not be allowed many visitors?” Piper asked. 
 
    Garrison mulled over a notion. “The report on Edwin’s arrest, did it mention that a lady was involved there?” 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Piper went up to Lady Nerys around noon, pretending she was a boy and squire to Sir Edwin, asking why she hadn’t spoken up at Sir Edwin’s trial. Garrison had gotten hold of the court records, and Piper noticed the lack of testimony on Lady Nerys’s behalf, suspecting there was more to the story than the trial indicated. 
 
    Lady Nerys blushed and glanced away, thinking and checking if she was being observed, before she quickly told the squire, “I’m sorry about what happened to Sir Edwin, truly I am. He was a good knight, brave and courteous to a fault.  
 
    “He didn’t deserve such ill treatment. Perhaps he shouldn’t have interfered the way he did when it harmed him far more than it harmed Fairfax, the scoundrel. Yes, he saved me when Fairfax threatened both of us in that instance. He pummeled Fairfax only to save ourselves.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you mention that, then?” Piper asked, staring at Lady Nerys. 
 
    “I wanted to, truly. But Fairfax sent an agent to threaten me if I told the truth about the incident. He said that he’d leave us all alone if I never spoke up.” Nerys said, glancing away. 
 
    “Maybe it was cowardice on my part, but I wanted to go back to my normal life before all of this happened. I didn’t want to be involved in this matter anymore, with Fairfax hovering over me on one side, and Edwin acting like this stalwart wall.  
 
    “I thought he might go free. I thought he might speak up as well. But he didn’t and I couldn’t testify again, so he was imprisoned. I’m sorry about all of this.” Nerys said. 
 
    Piper slowly nodded. “I understand. I hope you remember the part you had to play in all of this.” 
 
    Nerys sighed as Piper left, returning to where Lloyd and Garrison were hiding, watching the encounter.  
 
    “Did you get a good look at her?” Piper asked Lloyd. 
 
    Lloyd nodded. “I can make you look like her, easily enough. What about her voice?” 
 
    Piper imitated Nerys’s speech as she said, “I’m truly sorry about all of this.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s uncanny.” Garrison said, staring at Piper. 
 
    “I’m good at mimicry.” Piper told him. 
 
    “That’s just what we need.” Lloyd smiled. “If we get you a nice enough dress, you can pass for Lady Nerys, and Garrison, we need to disguise you as her guard, too. Let’s go shopping!” 
 
    They went to an armory, picking out weapons and armor for Garrison to wear, and they even found an old uniform that might suit him. Garrison paid for everything with funds he’d saved up over the years, and then they headed to a boutique where Piper picked out a gown.  
 
    Once that was completed and they were outfitted, Lloyd implemented the illusion to camouflage Piper as Lady Nerys. Garrison took off and tucked away his glasses, knowing a guard wouldn’t wear them. 
 
    They set off for the jail. Lloyd stayed back as they passed by the mages on guard duty outside of the jail, and neither Piper nor Garrison seemed to be much noticed by the mages as a potential threat. 
 
    Piper as Lady Nerys went up to the officer on duty, announcing her presence and asking if she could please see Sir Edwin, with her bodyguard accompanying her for safety.  
 
    The officer frowned, annoyed at the intrusion and wondering why a guard was necessary when there was plenty of security here. 
 
    However, as a courtier, Lady Nerys was probably used to getting her own way. If he refused to acquiesce to her demands, she might complain to his superiors, and then he’d be in trouble.  
 
    So the officer allowed Lady Nerys and her guard to enter the cell block, admitting them both into the prisoner’s chamber. When she asked for a moment of privacy, he even closed the cell door, though he stood watch outside. 
 
    Perhaps the rumors about Lady Nerys and Sir Edwin were true, and that was why he stood up for her in the first place, confronting Fairfax. She probably wanted a moment alone with him, as discreetly as she possibly could be when her life was full of attendants and servants following her, so that she could have an intimate conversation with him.  
 
    The officer didn’t mind that so much, though he wished she’d be quick about it so that he could get them out of here. Then it’d be back to business as usual. He didn’t notice anything amiss as he waited impatiently, wondering what was taking so long. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Inside the cell, Edwin was surprised and slightly disconcerted when he heard the jailor announce that Lady Nerys was here to see him. Why would she ever want to see him again, especially in this state?  
 
    Hadn’t he done enough for her and she hadn’t done enough for him? 
 
    Perhaps that wasn’t fair, considering everything she was up against with Fairfax. He could’ve done more to defend them as well in the courtroom.  
 
    But he couldn’t help feeling that maybe they shouldn’t see each other again, considering what they’d been through together. 
 
    He hadn’t known Lady Nerys very well before he defended her honor. He might’ve spotted her once or twice at parties and gatherings amongst the courtiers and knights. 
 
    But otherwise they had nothing in common, they didn’t run with the same social circles, and hadn’t met properly beforehand. 
 
    She was just a lady who’d been in trouble and he helped her out. That was all it was between them.  
 
    Some people might’ve speculated it could’ve been something more that led to his defense, but Edwin wasn’t even interested in her at all before.  
 
    He dated and courted a few ladies sometimes, when he had a moment to spare. But usually he was busy with his own affairs and pursuing his sport, training and jousting whenever he could.  
 
    There wasn’t much of an opportunity to commit himself fully to a relationship when he was engaged elsewhere. 
 
     He half expected that someday, his father might announce his engagement to a suitable young woman without his say-so. He’d have to accept it and marry her.  
 
    It was his lot in life as part of his aristocratic duties to wed someone who was good and noble so that he’d pass on his title and lands to an heir. 
 
    Admittedly his chances of marrying such a wife might be slimmer now that he’d been accused and jailed for committing a crime, and stripped of his knighthood as well. But it wasn’t an absolute deterrent for a desperate noblewoman from a poorer family, who might be inclined to disregard his faults, considering the Medalchat lands and name. 
 
    He didn’t expect that he’d fall in love with someone and marry her, and it certainly wouldn’t be Lady Nerys at this rate. So Edwin braced himself, still wondering why Lady Nerys had come to see him.  
 
    Maybe she’d apologize to him? Perhaps that’d be a start to make amends for what happened, Edwin thought as Lady Nerys entered the cell with a guard. 
 
    Then the jailor closed the door behind them. The guard and Nerys turned to face him, and though he noticed something was different about Nerys, he just assumed she wasn’t eating well, guilt-ridden as she might’ve been. 
 
    “So what do you have to say?” Edwin asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I’m not Lady Nerys.” She said in an entirely different voice, and suddenly she waved her hands in front of her face. 
 
    Edwin gasped, staring at a complete stranger in a dress that didn’t suit her, when she looked more like a waif or beggar. The guard also took out some glasses and put them on, appearing to be more like a scholar than a soldier, especially when his armor and sword weren’t properly fixed. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Edwin asked, tilting his head in confusion. 
 
    “My name’s Piper, this is Garrison, and we’re here to free you.” The woman said. 
 
    “Have you heard of the Seven Pieces song?” Garrison asked him. 
 
    “My mother Agatha sang it to me sometimes and said that I was strong enough to be…no.” He said, staring at his arms. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not, or at least we’re willing to take a chance on it.” Piper said, staring at him. “Have you had any weird dreams or visions you can’t explain?” 
 
    Garrison, meanwhile, had stepped forward and was examining the locks and chains tying Edwin up and securing him to the wall and ceiling.  
 
    “This might be pickable with the right tools.” Garrison said, reaching into a pocket to retrieve a small wire. “I could give it a go, and see what happens.” Garrison said, nudging the wire into the lock as he attempted to pry it open. 
 
    On the other side, Edwin shook his head and told Piper, “No, I haven’t had any, although this seems like a dream or hallucination. I must be going mad.” 
 
    “I know it’s not the most reasonable thing in the world, but maybe you could take a chance and try to believe.” Piper said, stepping forward to face him. “We’re risking a lot to save you like this, after all, and we hope that you might be the arms.” 
 
    “But I’m not the arms, because the Seven Pieces don’t exist. If I was really strong enough, I’d break out of this jail myself.” Edwin said. “Don’t you think I would’ve tried if I could’ve freed myself?” 
 
    “Have you tried to free yourself?” Garrison asked, turning to Edwin as he unlatched one of the locks, freeing one of Edwin’s legs from its chains, and moved on to the next.  
 
    “I’ve seen your court case file. You barely mounted any sort of defense and hardly testified. If you’d pled self-defense and gotten a doctor to examine and denounce some of Fairfax’s claims, you might’ve gotten a lighter sentence. Maybe you would’ve even been exonerated, and remained a knight, too.” Garrison said. 
 
    Edwin stared at him. “Where were you when I needed you?” Edwin asked Garrison. “I wish I had a lawyer or attorney who might’ve spoken up on my behalf.” 
 
    “Admittedly you might’ve been pressured or intimidated into accepting this fate. But you could’ve fought against it, too. If you’d only spoken up, just like Lady Nerys should’ve spoken up, too.” Piper said. 
 
    Edwin stared at her. There was something about her that he was drawn to, something in her eyes, or maybe it was her voice. 
 
    “I wish I could’ve found my voice sooner, too.” He told her. 
 
    Piper blushed and glanced away as Garrison picked another lock and freed Edwin’s other leg.  
 
    “Two down, two to go.” Garrison said, turning to the chains securing Edwin’s arms. 
 
    Just then, a flash of brilliant light ripped through the air. A flaming white-haired demon leapt through the gap, or so it seemed to Edwin when he was in a state of shock.  
 
    Piper and Garrison looked up, surprised, but otherwise nonchalant. The other man gasped for breath, shaking his head as he attempted to recover. 
 
    “We’ve got to go now. Is he free yet?” The other man, who must be a mage, asked as he glanced around, scanning their surroundings with his dark eyes. 
 
    “Almost, Lloyd, give us a few more seconds.” Piper said, turning to the mage as Garrison frantically worked on the third lock. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but we don’t have that. Duck!” Lloyd yelled, throwing up a magical shield surrounding them. 
 
    He was just in time, as several bolts of energy struck the shield, powerful enough that they could’ve seriously harmed them. As it was, they were shaken and disturbed by the occurrence, glancing around. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Edwin asked. 
 
    “I think we’re under attack.” Piper told him while Garrison struggled with the third lock. 
 
    “It’s not working. I think there’s some kind of seal on the locks securing his arms.” Garrison said. 
 
    “Keep trying! We’ve got to get him out, or we’re done for.” Lloyd said, launching his own attack against their assailants as he maintained the shield surrounding them. 
 
    “Who’s attacking us and why?” Edwin asked, confused. 
 
    “It’s the mages, of course. The Seven Wielders council must’ve sent a task force after us.” Lloyd said, facing Edwin. “They’re coming after us Seven Pieces now.” 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Six: 
 
    The Jailhouse Assault 
 
      
 
    Earlier that afternoon, Veronica entered the magical law enforcement precinct building for the capital. The secretary sent her straight to Gareth’s desk in a corner office.  
 
    Gareth glanced up at Veronica as he filled out a form, sizing her up while she looked around the room. She noticed that there were five desks arranged around Gareth, occupied by three men and two women.  
 
    A sixth desk was pushed up against a wall without an occupant. She wondered if she’d sit there and what sort of task force she’d been assigned to that there were such a mix of people here.  
 
    She guessed that all of them came from the seven different orders, and there were exactly seven people here now, no more or less. 
 
    With how significant the number was for mages, it was almost like this was a second council tasked with capturing and dealing with the Seven Pieces. She was going to be a part of this group? It was almost too astonishing for her. 
 
    “So you’re a plant mage?” Gareth asked her as he set aside the document. 
 
    Veronica nodded and showed off her skills, creating a creeper vine that blossomed from her hand.  
 
    “I was also the magistrate for a town called Hammith.” She added. 
 
    Gareth nodded and said, “All right, you’ll be assigned to take down the ear, whenever we find him. I’m the shadow mage in this group and I’ll be taking care of the eye, who we believe to be a fellow banished mage named Lloyd.” 
 
    A woman stood up and said, “I’m Kenda, a water mage, and I’ll deal with the voice.” 
 
    A man raised his hand, creating a miniature fireball as he said, “My name’s Des, fire mage, and I’ll handle the heart.” 
 
    A woman lifted her head and said, “I’m Ramona, the bone or animal mage, and I’ll face the brain.” 
 
    A man laughed, slamming his fist down as he said, “I’m Caradoc, the stone mage, and I’ll tangle with the arms, probably a knight named Sir Edwin.” 
 
    Another man sighed. “My name’s Mitsu, I’m the wind mage, and I’ll fight with the legs someday. Is that everybody then?” 
 
    Gareth rose up. “So now that our group’s complete, Veronica, do you have any information for us from the council?” 
 
    Veronica had to present her report of last night’s events once more, and the council’s conclusion of said events. That stirred the others as they wondered if this was the moment they’d been waiting and preparing for.  
 
    Gareth and Kenda in particular were combing through their files, listening to Veronica’s news and piecing together the information they’d collected in the past.  
 
    “A bard, why didn’t I think of that before?” Kenda said, shaking her head. “That’d be a good profession for the voice. There might be a hundred or more bards out there, but there can’t be more than a few dozen women in their ranks, considering the hazards involved. There must be some record of her somewhere.” 
 
    “If Lloyd’s found her, then he’s going to be looking for the others.” Gareth said, thinking for a minute. “Edwin, what do we know about him and his current condition? Caradoc, what’re the safety parameters in place? Who’ve we got watching over him?” 
 
    “We’ve got a couple cadets keeping an eye on the jail.” Caradoc said. 
 
    “Cadets? We can’t have cadets watching over Edwin!” Des cried as the others looked up. “Why’d you put cadets in charge of such a task?” 
 
    “I thought there wasn’t any more need for security beyond that.” Caradoc said, facing the others. “He’s in jail, in one of the most secure, fortified places, and he’s tied up tight enough that he can’t get loose! He certainly hasn’t tried to free himself. Why bother committing more resources than we had to for such monitoring duties?” 
 
    Ramona rolled her eyes. “I can think of about a dozen problems with this scenario, but we might not have any time to go over them now. Mitsu, can you create a portal that’ll take us there?” 
 
    “I’ll set it up, just give me a few minutes.” Mitsu said, getting up and moving to an clear space on the other side of the room. 
 
    Veronica stepped forward. “You really think Lloyd would try to break Edwin out of jail now?” 
 
    “It’s a guess, but after Lloyd, Edwin’s the most prominent suspect we have of one of the Seven Pieces.” Gareth said, turning to her. “We don’t have all the answers here, but we’re trying our best to solve this problem and figure out as much as we can.” 
 
    “Do you want to join us now and see if you can help out? It’ll be a great opportunity for you to get your feet wet.” Kenda smiled at her. 
 
    “Okay, I’m willing to.” Veronica nodded and braced herself for a potential fight. 
 
    “Just follow our lead. Maybe stick to the back for now, and observe what we do before you get involved.” Des told her as he arranged the attack formation, planning how they’d confront Lloyd, Edwin, and any other suspects they might encounter. 
 
    “Get ready, we’re about to go through.” Ramona said as Mitsu opened up the portal. 
 
    They dashed through the gap, and wound up on the other side of the city, just outside of the jail. They barely glimpsed Lloyd as he disappeared through a portal of his own, and found that the two cadet mages on guard duty had been knocked out. 
 
    “I’ll check on them and make sure we’ve got an escape route.” Mitsu said, hurrying forward to squat beside the injured novices. 
 
    Gareth nodded and said, “The rest of you, fan out and approach the jail. Veronica, go with Kenda.” 
 
    “Okay.” Veronica said as she followed Kenda. 
 
    Veronica and Kenda approached from the front, Gareth and Des went around to the rear, and Caradoc and Ramona came at the jail from the other side. Mitsu faced the building on the closest side.  
 
    Kenda and Veronica alerted the officers on duty to clear out, and they helped evacuate the front of the building. They kept an eye out for any potential suspects amongst the evacuees.  
 
    One of the officers mentioned that a Lady Nerys was back in the cell block with Sir Edwin. But Kenda told him she might be an accomplice instead and got him to leave.  
 
    Meanwhile, Gareth, Caradoc, Ramona, Des and even Mitsu were discharging bolts of energy towards Edwin’s cell. They pierced directly through the building without damaging the structure. 
 
    After all, their powers only needed to be strong enough to take out humans, not walls. The penalties for harming or destroying such an edifice might be heavy indeed.  
 
    With their refined skills, they could target several figures standing in that spot, which they just barely perceived with heightened senses.  
 
    However, Lloyd had apparently thrown up a shield in time. The bolts harmlessly flung off of it, while he was trying to attack them in turn as well.  
 
    Veronica and Kenda fortified their defenses to protect themselves and the evacuees from Lloyd’s assault before their area was emptied out. Then they added their own energies to assailing Lloyd’s buffer.  
 
    It was only a matter of time before his shelter failed and he was defeated. Then they could charge in to capture him and the others. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Inside the cell, meanwhile, Edwin observed what was going on while Garrison and Piper crouched next to him. Lloyd tried to protect them, but even the knight could tell they were in dire straits.  
 
    Edwin didn’t want them to get into trouble, all because they were trying to save and free him. Especially Piper and Garrison, who might be his friends or more if they got out of this. 
 
    In that moment, Edwin saw a vision blaze before his eyes, of other times and places, of other battles and campaigns. He’d fought only on the tourney field, never in actual skirmishes in real life, when peace mostly reigned in Septoven.  
 
    But it felt like he was part of these clashes that went on, taking place all across the land from the north to the south. However, it was a different, wilder era, before the land was tamed and cultivated. 
 
    The weapons were cruder and harder to wield. Shields and swords cracked easier, and the armor was practically nonexistent.  
 
    Yet at the same time he relished these encounters when he charged into the fray, screaming and hollering at the enemy. He was a leader of his army and people, and they sprang forward with him to take on the world. 
 
    All he had was his strength, his intelligence, his family and that was enough for him. When it was all done and they conquered another tribe, then he’d leave the carnage behind him and he’d head home.  
 
    That was the moment he cherished, when she came running out to greet him and he swept her up in his arms. He lifted her high up off of the ground and swung her through the air. 
 
    At the same time, though, it felt like he was flying, like someone was lifting him up instead. But he didn’t know what that meant, why he could feel both points of view. 
 
    All he knew was that he couldn’t let the others die again. Not if there was something he could do to hold them in his arms again, and protect them. 
 
    Edwin blinked, not certain where that thought came from. But now he was brought back to the present and realized what he’d have to do to get them all out of here.  
 
    He strained as hard as he could, pulling with all his might and then some. He called upon reserves of energy he hadn’t known he possessed before.  
 
    The chains holding his arms up towards the ceiling began to creak and rattle. Then they tore through their brackets, breaking loose.  
 
    Edwin roared as his arms burst through their shackles, bulging with muscle more than they ever had before.  
 
    The others stared at him in shock and awe. He felt the same way, too, gazing back at them. For a moment, it felt like he was part of this family. 
 
    Lloyd smiled, however, and said, “One portal coming up! Here, hold onto this.” 
 
    With that, Lloyd transferred possession of his magical shield to Edwin. Edwin felt like he was physically slipping his arms into the groove, holding the barrier in place and even strengthening it with his prowess.  
 
    Meanwhile, Lloyd started creating the portal while Garrison and Piper looked around in confusion at both of them. 
 
    “Wait, can you pass on your magical abilities like that?” Garrison asked Lloyd, shocked. 
 
    “Not really. We’re technically the same being, so our strengths and weaknesses can be shared to a certain degree, though it might be of a different quality.” Lloyd told Garrison as the portal manifested.  
 
    “Go through!” Lloyd urged them. 
 
    Piper glanced back at Edwin, who held the barricade in place like it was an ordinary shield. He grimaced to himself like a battle-hardened soldier, braced for the enemy’s impact. 
 
    She loved him for a moment, like he was her own husband. Then she followed after Garrison through the opening, trying to shake off that feeling. 
 
    Lloyd and Edwin soon joined them, and then the portal was closed off behind them, vanishing in a moment. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Veronica and Kenda stopped casting spells in Lloyd’s direction because he and the others weren’t there anymore. There had been a grinding, rending noise from the cell a few minutes ago, loud enough that the mages outside had heard it. 
 
    Then they perceived that a portal was forming inside, yet the buffer was still in place. How could Lloyd possibly hold such a barrier and create a portal at the same time without draining himself?  
 
    Either one had to fail, so they stepped up their strikes against him, hoping that he’d fall apart. But instead he remained steady, and the others all fled, with the portal winking out of existence behind them. 
 
    The task force halted their assault with a couple of last bolts hitting empty air. Then they stepped forward, cautiously entering the building as they headed for Edwin’s cell to examine the damage they’d done.  
 
    They walked into the chamber, glancing at the scars and scorch marks on the stonework from their bolts. They noticed the chains that had broken off and fallen on the ground. 
 
    Then they assembled in the corridor outside, taking a breath and contemplating everything that happened as they tried to figure out what went wrong. Caradoc in particular frowned, looking back at the chains that had suspended Edwin in place. 
 
    “He ripped them off. He broke his chains. I didn’t think he was capable of doing that.” Caradoc said, turning to the others.  
 
    “I’ve been monitoring him for years now. I know his strength. I helped supervise and advised them how to secure Edwin so that he wouldn’t escape. He shouldn’t have been able to get out of that, even with assistance. I sealed the padlocks!” Caradoc cried. 
 
    “Well, he got out of that.” Kenda shook her head. “You didn’t do a good enough job, just like when you appointed those cadets to guard him.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t just that mistake which led to this failure.” Des frowned to himself. “The shield and the portal couldn’t exist at the same time, not with just Lloyd holding onto them, or else we surely would’ve gotten through. I think Lloyd must’ve had some assistance somewhere. One of the others stepped forward, and took on the shield themselves, while Lloyd created the portal.” Des said. 
 
    “Is that possible?” Ramona asked. “We’ve tried before to transfer spells we’ve created to others, and usually such attempts fail or fall apart. All mages have different levels of powers and abilities and no spell is exactly like another, that’s what we’ve all learned from the beginning. We might be able to lend assistance to one another, to create alongside them, but to directly transfer one spell to another without a break in its operation…that’s almost like a gift.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s a curse.” Mitsu said, facing them. “It proves they’re united together, aren’t they? That they’re the Seven Pieces, all part of the same person, and that they’re tied together in a way ordinary people aren’t. We can’t underestimate their abilities when they can draw upon one another like that.” 
 
    “You’re exactly right.” Gareth nodded. “Maybe Edwin wasn’t strong enough on his own to break those chains, but once the others showed up, then he was able to call upon their powers to help him.” 
 
    “Wait, so are they all mages?” Veronica asked, turning to the others. “I thought only Lloyd was the actual mage amongst them.” 
 
    “Maybe he was, but now there’s the potential that they could grow into such capability with him around.” Caradoc said, facing her.  
 
    “If they’re learning and bouncing off of each other, reflecting and enhancing their strengths, then they could develop new talents that the others possess. It’s like a hotbed of activity between them.” Caradoc said. 
 
    “The seven of them all together would be even more formidable then.” Kenda shook her head. “We can’t let them stick together or form their alliance, or else they’ll be an even bigger threat.” 
 
    “We’ve got to find them as soon as we can. They might be on their way now to locating and meeting the fifth member of their group.” Des said. 
 
    The others hushed, considering that scary possibility. Then they quickly raced out of the jailhouse, knowing there was no time to lose.  
 
    They retrieved the injured cadets, Mitsu summoned a portal, and they returned to their headquarters. They sent the victims to a mage hospital for further treatment and set to work figuring out how to pinpoint the seven pieces with Veronica a full-fledged member of their task force now. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Seven: 
 
    The Roadside 
 
      
 
    Piper really hated traveling through portals now. But at least her squeamishness might’ve faded a little bit, the more she got used to it.  
 
    It still wasn’t her favorite thing as they were transported from the jailhouse to a road in the middle of nowhere, not far away from a swamp. 
 
    This time Garrison really did barf. Though it might’ve been more from nerves and stress than anything else, with everything that had occurred at the jailhouse.  
 
    Edwin quaked and practically collapsed onto his knees, heaving for breath. He stared down at his unshackled hands, still astonished that he was free. 
 
    Lloyd actually fell down and fainted, groaning as he passed out from all of the energy he exerted in the last few minutes. Everyone stood, sat, or laid there for a couple of minutes as they recovered from what just happened. 
 
    Their minds were numb as they processed everything. Finally Edwin laughed, whooped, and cheered, jumping up and down, startling the others. 
 
    “I’m free! I’m alive! Thank you all for everything!” Edwin yelled. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Piper said when she was the only one in any mood to speak right now, with Lloyd unconscious and Garrison wiping and cleaning himself off. 
 
    Edwin turned to her, and she got a good look at him for the first time. He’d been half in shadow and dimness back at the jailhouse.  
 
    He was one of the largest men she’d ever seen, a brawny, square-shouldered colossus with a chiseled face. She was in awe of him. 
 
    His amber eyes glistened and his stiff and bristly hair, tinged slightly blue, was cropped close to his scalp. His mane matched the stubble along his square jaw.  
 
    His ears and nose were prominent, but that seemed to add to his charm somehow. He wasn’t a classically handsome fellow, not a romantic balladeer. But he was a hardened, scarred warrior in his own right. 
 
    Piper realized she was blushing again and glanced away. She wondered why she felt uncomfortable with him, why she was so attracted to him. 
 
    It was different than what she felt around Lloyd or Garrison. But now that she thought about it some more, while they each affected her in diverse ways, she still had a connection with each one of them.  
 
    She didn’t know exactly what it meant. But she thought that it might be a sign they were tied together. 
 
    Edwin looked away, clearing his throat. He might’ve flushed as well before calming himself down.  
 
    Garrison returned, feeling better now and embarrassed by his nausea as he glanced between them. He wondered what was going on here and if something had happened between them. 
 
    “Maybe we should move on down the road. Find a town or a place to sleep for the night.” Garrison remarked when nobody else was talking. 
 
    “Yes, that’s a good idea, I suppose.” Edwin said, getting up and stretching to his full height.  
 
    “By the way, back at the jailhouse, when I broke free…I saw something then.” Edwin hesitated. “I didn’t know what it was, but if you’re all right about us being the Seven Pieces and me being the arm, then that might explain it. I still don’t know who we’re supposed to be reincarnated from, though.” 
 
    “Cawley and Sonya.” Piper said as she and Garrison explained everything they’d discovered along with Lloyd. 
 
    Edwin gasped, shocked. “That’s a terrible story. I hope it’s not true. But with everything I’ve seen, maybe it was. There was a moment when I remembered being Sonya, not just Cawley, I think. But it was a brief sensation from her.” 
 
    Garrison frowned. “You know, with everything I absorbed when I first met Lloyd and how overwhelmed I was, I haven’t been able to process yet what parts or memories in my head came from Sonya or Cawley. But yes, I believe I have equal amounts from them, with their different forms of knowledge and experience.” 
 
    Piper shrugged. “I think I take more after Sonya than Cawley, but I could be wrong. The song I hear seems to belong to both of them, though. They sang it together before they…died.” 
 
    “What song?” Edwin asked. 
 
    “‘The wind is high, and I’m calling out to you. My heart is pounding like the beating of the drums, and I’m calling out to you. I know that we’ll never meet again, not like this, not the way we were before. But I’m still calling out to you, through fire and flame, through rain and snow.’” Piper recited and then she stopped, staring at the others gaping at her in awe. 
 
    “You sang that last time, only it was just the first two lines.” Garrison said, gulping. “Is that it? Is that the rest of it?” 
 
    “No, I think there’s more, but I can’t remember the other lyrics.” Piper shook her head. “It’s still blocked in the back of my mind.” 
 
    “It’s a beautiful song, though. I wish I could hear more of it, too.” Edwin said as he gazed down at Lloyd, still unconscious.  
 
    Part of him hoped Lloyd could hear her, though. He wanted to share that song with everyone, to hear Piper sing it. She really did have a beautiful voice. 
 
    “If we’re going to leave soon, should I pick him up and carry him?” Edwin asked. 
 
    The others agreed. Edwin hoisted Lloyd onto his back, and they set off down the road, heading east, away from the lowering sun.  
 
    That seemed like a likely enough direction, if the coastline might be that way. If it took them farther away from the capital city of Sambarra, hopefully far behind them, that was a good thing, too. 
 
    “So why did Lloyd transport us all the way out here?” Edwin asked, confused. “Are we supposed to be looking for one of the other Seven Pieces?” 
 
    “I imagine that was his intent, to bring us closer to one of the others. So far Lloyd’s been pretty accurate in creating portals that drop him off near us.” Garrison said. “He found Piper, me, and now you, so there’s bound to be another person in the area that might be one of us.” 
 
    “Pretty deserted, though.” Piper glanced around. “No sign of anyone at all. He might’ve missed or been off the mark by a few miles when he was in a rush to get us out of the jailhouse.” 
 
    “I don’t know where we are, but this road looks familiar.” Edwin checked out the swampland surrounding them. “Maybe this road leads to the port of Crawlfin?” 
 
    “Crawlfin!” Garrison gasped. “Of course! Why didn’t I realize it before? That’s supposed to be a wonderful place from what I’ve read, full of nightlife, entertainment, sights, restaurants and music.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun.” Piper nodded. “Maybe it’ll be a good place for us to hide, and we can find another member of our troupe somewhere in the crowd.” 
 
    “Admittedly we’re fugitives, yes. We should keep a low profile and stick to our goal, not goof off too much with the local scenery.” Edwin said as Garrison deflated, realizing they couldn’t enjoy themselves.  
 
    “Although there was a time I had a lot of fun there with my family, before my mother died.” Edwin sighed, a little reminiscent. 
 
    “Really? What was your family like?” Garrison asked Edwin. 
 
    Edwin told them about his father, mother, and growing up in the western hills on the Medalchat estate. Garrison also shared details of his childhood in the Blooming Lake District with his mother and his late father. 
 
    “What about you, Piper? What was your childhood like?” Edwin asked her. 
 
    Piper sighed. “I come from a village called Hoga, up on the moor. My parents died when I was a baby. I was raised by several families in the area, though I never stayed long with any of them.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. That sounds harsh.” Garrison said. 
 
    “Try living at an orphanage before being adopted by the mages’ institute.” Lloyd said, lifting his head as everyone looked up at him in surprise. “Now that was a bleak childhood.” 
 
    “Lloyd! How long have you been awake for?” Piper said. 
 
    “A little while, as a matter of fact. I just wanted to rest, off of my feet for a minute.” Lloyd said, leaning over Edwin’s shoulder. 
 
    “I’m going to set you down.” Edwin said, depositing the mage onto the ground. 
 
    Lloyd groaned and stood up, glancing around the area. “Looks like we’re on our way to Crawlfin. Sorry that I wasn’t able to get us closer to there.” 
 
    “It’s all right. We know you tried your best.” Garrison nodded. 
 
    “Who’re we looking for?” Piper asked. 
 
    “The legs, a thief, I believe he was.” Lloyd said, frowning. “He was running away from a robbery when I glimpsed him.” 
 
    “A thief? I suppose it figures.” Edwin grimaced. “We’re certainly outlaws now. Might as well take on somebody with experience in that area.” 
 
    “How close are we to Crawlfin and the legs?” Garrison asked, looking up at the sky. “The sun’s going down. I figure we’ll have to stop and camp out soon.” 
 
    Lloyd looked around. “We’re still a ways from Crawlfin and the legs. We won’t make it there tonight. I suppose camping out here is as good an idea as any.” 
 
    “Let’s get off of the road then and find a dry, safe spot for us to sleep.” Piper said, walking off to the side. “We certainly don’t want to get caught out here or fall into the marsh.” 
 
    “Good idea. I can lead the way.” Edwin said, following after her. 
 
    “Have you ever been camping before?” Garrison asked Edwin. 
 
    “Yes, a few times near Medalchat and I have some training in wilderness survival.” Edwin told Garrison. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    “It probably wasn’t the same as my experiences in the Blooming Lake District.” Garrison remarked. “I used to go camping out there all the time, and I know my way around waterways. I can navigate us through here safely.” 
 
    “I can locate the boggy patches we want to avoid. I should scout ahead.” Lloyd told them. 
 
    “Will you three quit fighting and come on?” Piper told them. 
 
    “Right.” The others said, though they still argued a little as they proceeded. 
 
    Piper shook her head, annoyed as she wondered why they were trying to one up each other. What was it with these guys and their bravado?  
 
    Did they think that no one would notice them if they didn’t boast about their accomplishments? This wasn’t the way for them to get anything done if they were supposed to work together as a group and survive the mages coming after them.  
 
    They needed to get along and not fight all of the time. Why should they waste their time arguing about unimportant things with no one around who cared about such details, aside from her? 
 
    They needed to focus on the important stuff first, and steer clear of any minor problems or issues. That was what they should do, and not fiddle around like this.  
 
    Suddenly she realized that they might be trying to impress her with their skills and knowledge. But that just upset her even more.  
 
    Why would they want to amaze her? They were a knight, a mage, and a scholar, after all, an intimidating bunch.  
 
    They didn’t need her approval or consideration when they’d already achieved so much. She was just a plain bard. 
 
    She didn’t have half of the advantages, powers, and education they had. Her childhood had been a poor one, severely lacking in encouragement or care. 
 
    She was barely able to lift herself onto her feet and work in the vocation that she loved. She was never going to be rich and famous, or great and admired.  
 
    She’d come to accept that fate and live the way she wanted to, without any ties or binds to anything. Why couldn’t she be left in peace with that?  
 
    Why’d she have to be pulled into this new life? She might be the voice or whatever, but she didn’t fit in with this crowd either.  
 
    They’d just been thrown together by their links to one another in a past existence. They didn’t need to concern themselves with her, beyond their responsibilities to one another as a group. 
 
    She was certain they weren’t attracted to her. They didn’t feel the same way about her, like she did about them. 
 
    Why would these three extraordinary men be interested in or involved with her, beyond the challenges they faced? She didn’t believe they could be anything more than friends or companions.  
 
    Certainly they wouldn’t become lovers. That’d be ridiculous to hope for, right?  
 
    Piper sighed and choked back a few tears, trying to ignore the others brawling. She had to get used to being ignored again. 
 
    Lloyd glanced back, perhaps noticing something was amiss with her. But he didn’t say anything to her as he wound up in another argument with Edwin and Garrison.  
 
    Finally they all stopped at a perfect, comfortable spot, dry and a safe distance away from any marshy area. They settled down to rest and sleep, though their stomachs grumbled. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Later that night, Piper woke up as she heard faint music playing in the distance. She sat up and stretched, trying to figure out where it was coming from. 
 
    She spotted some lights shining in the distance, farther down towards the road. Was that from a building? 
 
    The others were still asleep, unconscious to the rest of the world. But she was intrigued enough to discover what might be causing the ruckus.  
 
    She lightly treaded past the others and the dying embers of the fire they’d made, and headed towards the source. She found a cabin a short distance away, right by the roadside. 
 
    It appeared to have been converted into a dance hall and bar. A couple dozen people had shown up here, probably locals with a few tourists, and they were gallivanting about, sashaying to the band strumming along and drinking excessively. 
 
    Piper’s eyes widened, surprised there was such a place in the middle of nowhere. How come they hadn’t noticed it when they settled down so close by? 
 
    But it was probably dark and quiet at the cabin during the day. Nighttime was when it sprang to life, and people came to hang out here.  
 
    Piper checked her surroundings, making sure no one had noticed or was paying particular attention to her. Then she came out of hiding, approaching the dance hall.  
 
    It was probably a bad idea to visit such a joint when they were supposed to be lying low. But she was interested in hearing and seeing more of the place. 
 
    The tunes were catchy and rhythmic. She hadn’t heard them before, but she wanted to learn more about them.  
 
    She hung out by the front door, a little far away from the band. But at least she could hear them better now and make a quick getaway if she needed to leave. 
 
    She tapped her fingers on the table, trying to figure out the beat and how she might perform one of the songs they were playing. Then she noticed a man staring at her from the bar across the way.  
 
    He was tall and supple, long-limbed and leggy. His black hair was raked back into a pompadour with soulful brown eyes.  
 
    He was rugged and dashing with his sharp features, maybe impish too when he smiled at her. He gave the impression of flowing like a wave, or maybe the fronds of a willow tree, when he moved away from the bar towards her. 
 
    Piper was taken aback for a moment, wondering what she should do when he walked up to her and said, “You look like you know the melody. How about we take a turn out on the dance floor? I like a partner who can keep up.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” Piper shook her head. “I’m just listening to it.” 
 
    “That’s a shame. I bet we’d be great together.” He said, moving away from her. 
 
    Piper paused, contemplating that. She wondered why she should be so afraid of having a good time with someone nice she just met. 
 
    Then she said, “Wait a moment. Maybe I’d be interested.” 
 
    He grinned, turning back to her. “That’s wonderful, my dear. Now let’s dance.” 
 
    Piper got up and joined him. Soon they were both cavorting about the floor, strutting, shaking, and spinning about.  
 
    Piper laughed as she got into the mood, enjoying herself without holding anything back. The other man hummed along and whirled around her. 
 
    “I’m Piper.” She told him in a gap during the dance. 
 
    “Barnaby, hello.” He said, and swayed to the side. 
 
    They grooved and gamboled about to a couple of songs. They finally stopped at a break during the performance when the band had to rest and drink some water.  
 
    Barnaby and Piper chuckled, gazing at each other for a moment. He held out his hand to her. 
 
    “It was nice to meet you, by the way. So long, pretty lady.” Barnaby said. 
 
    “So long to you, too.” Piper said, grabbing his hand and shaking. 
 
    He bent down and kissed her hand for a moment before he let go and walked off. He whistled and padded along with a skip in his step.  
 
    Piper snickered and shook her head, turning around to leave. Suddenly Lloyd burst into the joint, frantically looking around until he spotted her. 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” He asked, coming over to her. “We were worried when we noticed that you were gone.” 
 
    Piper rolled her eyes. “I was just checking this place out and having a fun time. I should have the opportunity to enjoy myself.” 
 
    “Yes, but at least tell us before you go wandering off. We were afraid you might’ve wound up in the swamp, or the mages might’ve found you.” Lloyd said. 
 
    “I can handle myself. I don’t need to tell you all everything about me. I don’t need you looking out for me all of the time.” Piper said. “I’m careful enough. I can see things just as clearly as anyone else can.” 
 
    “Fine, okay. Let’s go.” 
 
    Piper groaned and stomped out of the dance hall with Lloyd following her.  
 
    “You’re not listening to me. Are we really going to have to avoid any sort of life outside of this group for the foreseeable future?” She asked, turning to him. “It’s a little restraining.” 
 
    “I know it’s not great and we’re sort of paranoid right now, afraid of being out in public and discovered by the mages. But eventually we’ll find a way to make things better.” Lloyd said, facing her. “I promise, one day, you’ll be free to do whatever you want, to stay or go. We’d be free to live however we want to when we’re free of the Seven Wielders council.” Lloyd said. 
 
    “When’s that ever going to happen? How’re we supposed to free ourselves from them?” Piper asked, turning to him. “Do you have a plan about what we’re supposed to do?” 
 
    “No, not really.” Lloyd admitted. 
 
    Piper moaned. “This is something we should’ve figured out before, what we’re going to do with ourselves.” 
 
    “I know it’s sort of fly by the seat of our pants right now, but I promise that eventually we’ll find a way to make everything work.” Lloyd said, glancing back at the dance hall. “Speaking of, were you with anyone just then?” 
 
    “No, why would you ask me that?” Piper shook her head. “Afraid that I’d hang out with someone without your approval?” 
 
    “No, it isn’t that. I could’ve sworn I saw…never mind, probably just a dream.” Lloyd said, turning back to her. “Why would you need our approval to hang out with someone?” 
 
    “Exactly, I don’t need your approval!” Piper cried, storming back towards their camp. 
 
    “I feel like I’m missing something.” Lloyd said, trailing behind her. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Eight: 
 
    On the Other Side 
 
      
 
    Earlier, Lloyd snorted in his sleep and shouted, “Legs!” as he woke up, startling the others awake as well. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Garrison asked, rubbing his eyes as he reached for his glasses. 
 
    “Hey, where’d Piper go?” Edwin asked, noticing her absence first. 
 
    The others turned to the empty spot, confused. 
 
    Garrison said, “Oh gods, I hope she didn’t wander into the swamp.” 
 
    “Are there any mages in the area?” Edwin asked, frowning as he reached for the only sword they possessed. 
 
    Lloyd shook his head. “I don’t think so. You hear the melody playing?” He asked. 
 
    The others paused, listening, and Garrison said, “Yes, it’s the type of music locals like to perform around here.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. What does that have to do with anything?” Edwin asked. 
 
    “I think Piper went to go check it out. She’s a bard, she likes songs. I think that’s the sort of thing she’d do.” Lloyd said, getting up. 
 
    “Doesn’t she know how dangerous that might be?” Garrison asked. 
 
    “We’re a team. We’re supposed to stick together, not wander off at the first opportunity.” Edwin remarked. 
 
    “I know, but she’s not used to being in a group like this.” Lloyd sighed. “It’s probably restricting to her.” 
 
    Garrison and Edwin grumbled, but nodded, seeing the point.  
 
    “So should we get her?” Garrison asked. 
 
    “I’ll go, you two stay here. She might be angry at being called away from a party like this. I can take the blame for it.” Lloyd said. 
 
    The others agreed and Lloyd left them alone, heading for the dance hall.  
 
    He had a vision of Piper dancing with the legs before he woke up. But that was probably just a dream when he was thinking of the other man, trying to remember exactly what he looked like so that he could find him. 
 
    They just popped up together in his subconscious when he subliminally heard music playing. 
 
    The whole thing was strange, Lloyd knew, the Seven Pieces and how they were all tied together. He didn’t want to be part of this life either, when he first learned about it and began to suspect that he might be one of them.  
 
    But he didn’t exactly have a choice in the matter either, did he? 
 
    His powers first started to manifest when he was a child. He could see things happening from far away, perceive what was hidden behind walls and doors, and he even had visions of the future or distant occurrences.  
 
    He might have even seen glimpses of the others in his group without realizing it. His parents hadn’t understood it, and then they were gone. 
 
    He was left at an orphanage to mostly fend for himself. Lloyd knew that his abilities weren’t normal and he tried to hide it as best he could, to be like the other children.  
 
    But then he accidentally revealed them to an administrator and word reached the mages. They discovered him and brought him to their institute.  
 
    Lloyd attempted to adjust to this new life and the promise of a better future as a mage. He even showed off his powers to his teachers in the hope that they might approve of him.  
 
    But behind closed doors, he saw that some were afraid of him. They whispered about Cawley. 
 
    When he slept, he had nightmares of mages persecuting him. Then he had dreams of Cawley and Sonya’s lives, he realized now, what their existences were like.  
 
    That led Lloyd down this path, researching everything he could about Cawley and the seven pieces. He came to the conclusion that he might be one of them. 
 
    Lloyd didn’t want to accept that fate. He wanted to be as normal as he possibly could be as a mage.  
 
    But then he got into trouble with the Seven Wielders council for his studies. He came up with different excuses to escape their notice so that they wouldn’t suspect his true identity.  
 
    He thought it worked, which was probably dumb of him. They exiled him instead of the worse fate he feared. 
 
    The desert was his home for several years after that. Lloyd wandered around, coming to terms with what happened to him and what his future might be like now, if he even had a destiny left without being a mage.  
 
    He got used to the solitude, though he was still lonely as he reflected on his past and what might’ve been. Then he started taking a look around, broadening his scope. 
 
    Maybe he wasn’t meant to be a mage. Maybe he was meant to be one of the seven pieces instead.  
 
    So Lloyd focused, concentrated on developing his powers and recalling everything he could of his past life with Cawley, and Sonya as it turned out. Then he reached out to find the others. 
 
    After all this time, they were coming together, yet Lloyd knew that they weren’t supposed to be together. If it wasn’t for Cawley and the seven pieces, none of them would’ve ever met or gone through this.  
 
    Their lives would’ve been normal. They could’ve done whatever they wanted. But now they were tied together in a way they never could’ve imagined before. 
 
    How were they supposed to accept this? Lloyd had more time to reflect and get used to the idea before he went out to find the others.  
 
    But now they were forced to draw together, as quickly as possible before they were caught. They had to become members of this group without a chance to acclimate to each other. 
 
    He might’ve forced this reunion, yes, sooner than anticipated. But he didn’t have an idea as to how the others might react, how little time they’d have to themselves, and what sort of dangers might lie in their path with the mages.  
 
    He should’ve known it wouldn’t be so easy. Nothing ever was in his life. But he’d hoped against everything else that they might work together and come together as a family. 
 
    That was what he wanted, what he truly dreamed about. He hoped that it might come true this time around.  
 
    But he feared that might not be the case, if things continued slipping and sliding downhill for them. They were in a dangerous spot, he knew, and if they didn’t unite, then they might not survive their next encounter with the mages. 
 
    The mages were too well organized for one. They probably had trained for this scenario of meeting and challenging all of the seven pieces. What were they supposed to do against such a task force?  
 
    Lloyd was the only one trained as a mage amongst them. Edwin might put up a fight.  
 
    Garrison could figure something out that might help them win. Piper…he couldn’t determine what she might do yet, but there had to be something.  
 
    Perhaps she might develop powers of her own, if Edwin’s ability to take on the magical shield was a sign of their connectedness. Lloyd didn’t have a clue about the others yet, but surely there had to be a way for them to shape up into a better fighting force? 
 
    Otherwise they might be doomed. Lloyd groaned, frustrated that he couldn’t solve this problem. 
 
    But he wouldn’t give up and he wouldn’t let the others give up either, if there was a way for them to make it out of this alive. Otherwise all of this pain and aggravation would’ve been for nothing. He wasn’t willing to accept that. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Garrison and Edwin sat around the campsite, impatiently waiting for Lloyd and Piper to return. They contemplated each other, pondering the situation they were in.  
 
    Admittedly they weren’t on good terms with each other yet, or they weren’t familiar enough to feel comfortable with each other. They half wondered why they were here together. 
 
    Finally Edwin spoke, “So you’re the brains?” 
 
    “Yep, and you’re the arms, which begs the question, why didn’t you go with Lloyd just then?” Garrison shrugged. “You’re supposed to be a protector, aren’t you? If Lloyd and Piper got into trouble, they might need you there.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re the one who knows Piper and Lloyd best. Why didn’t you go with them to convince Piper to come back?” Edwin asked. 
 
    “We just met last night, actually early this morning. I really don’t know them any better than you do.” Garrison shook his head. “It’s amazing how much has changed in a day.” 
 
    “Huh, don’t I know it.” Edwin said, turning to Garrison. “So why’d you hang back?” 
 
    “Why did you? Afraid that you’d upset Piper and she wouldn’t like you?” Garrison asked. 
 
    “That’s exactly how you feel, too, I bet!” Edwin cried, pointing at Garrison. 
 
    Garrison paused, staring at Edwin. “Do you like her?” 
 
    “Do you?” Edwin asked. 
 
    Now they both gaped at each other. 
 
    Garrison groaned. “We’re both attracted to her, aren’t we?” 
 
    “I suppose so, though she’s not like other ladies I’ve dated in the past.” Edwin considered that.  
 
    “They were dainty and pretty, but there’s a charm about Piper, an assertiveness I like. She’s brave to put herself in the middle of this.” Edwin said. 
 
    Garrison shook his head. “She was forced into it, but she’s accepted it, too. Yes, she’s been brave so far, and I hate for her to be in trouble like this.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Edwin said, frowning. “Do you think it’s because of the Sonya and Cawley connection that we’re attracted to her like this?” 
 
    “It could be possible, but that could only carry things so far between us.” Garrison said, trying to figure things out. “If that was the case, then we’d all be attracted to each other, and if Piper was the only woman in the group…oh.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘oh’?” Edwin said, raising his head. “What about Piper?” 
 
    “Lloyd hasn’t been forthcoming with us about the identities of the others, but so far, there are four men and Piper.” Garrison said, grimacing. “If the other two are men, too, then yes, Piper’s the only lady in the group.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem fair. Sonya was part of this division, too. There should be at least two other women in the group if it was an equal division.” Edwin said. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t an equal division, if we all have these special abilities with the concentrated powers of Sonya and Cawley.” Garrison said. “You have an advantage with your arms, I have an advantage with my brain, Lloyd has his eyes, and so on. Maybe it wasn’t equal, and somehow Piper’s the only woman amongst us.” 
 
    “This is terrible, especially if we’re all attracted to her. I don’t know if we can stand this.” Edwin said, thinking.  
 
    “There’s too many people involved, surely? Only one or two of us, maybe, might be able to be with Piper, and the rest can’t. Isn’t that how it usually works?” Edwin asked. 
 
    Garrison sighed. “I don’t know. I don’t have much experience in that arena. You’ll probably woo her, though, and she might fall in love with you. I don’t stand much of a chance.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, surely you have as much of a chance as anyone else.” Edwin said. “I don’t think she’s the type of person to fall in love with someone on looks alone. You’re sweet, intelligent, and handsome, too. You probably stand a much better chance with her than me, as a matter of fact! I’m not exactly a pretty face.” 
 
    Garrison stared at Edwin. “You’re trying to encourage me to woo Piper when we could be rivals for her affection?” 
 
    Edwin shrugged. “I don’t know. I just feel like you shouldn’t give up, that’s all. Maybe because we’re both the same person. I feel a connection to you, too. I don’t want you to just surrender when you could win her love, too.” 
 
    Garrison moaned. “This is complicated. Maybe we shouldn’t woo her. Maybe we should keep our distance, try to remain professional, and focus on uniting the Seven Pieces and fighting the mages.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right. Although we’re going to be spending a lot of time together with Piper, and the others might not be so accommodating or gentlemanly to stick to such an arrangement.” Edwin remarked. “I wonder if the real reason why Lloyd went out by himself to get Piper back is that he wanted the chance to court her alone.” 
 
    “No, he wouldn’t, would he?” Garrison asked, and then he closed his eyes. “Are you just trying to upset me, Edwin?” 
 
    “Maybe I am, but it’s a fair question to ask as well.” Edwin gazed out at the swamp.  
 
    “We’re supposed to be partners and teammates, working together. But we’re also lovers and spouses at heart. How long do you think we can keep up this charade before that past part of our lives intrudes into our present? How long before we ask what we’re willing to bear? Can we live this way, holding ourselves in, maybe bickering and fighting amongst each other before we fall apart? Or do we choose a different way and maybe share this love?” Edwin asked. 
 
    “Share this love? Isn’t that too much to ask, especially with Piper in the middle?” Garrison shook his head. “I don’t think it’s possible. She wouldn’t stand for it. She’d probably hate us for talking about her like this.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.” Edwin nodded. “She wouldn’t accept it. We probably should just stick to being friends and partners.” 
 
    Garrison agreed, and then Lloyd and Piper returned in a couple of minutes, arguing with each other. Garrison and Edwin glanced at each other, relieved that Lloyd hadn’t succeeded in seducing her, if that was his objective. They stepped in to calm things down, and maybe have a minute alone with Piper. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    They woke up early the next morning and set off past the quiet, dark dance hall. But now there were more signs of human habitation as they entered the outskirts of Crawlfin.  
 
    There were ramshackle huts and cabins and large estates mixed in together. Then the buildings started to crowd in closer together, creating a town. 
 
    Lloyd attempted to get a fix on where the legs might be. But he couldn’t locate him when the legs moved around so fast throughout the entire town.  
 
    By noon, they’d reached the square near the courthouse. The gridwork of streets led past this towards the harbor and port a few miles away.  
 
    They decided to rest here a moment and find something to eat at the stores and restaurants nearby. Garrison went to the courthouse to look up the town map and find out what he could about local crime in the area.  
 
    He returned a short while later and they met at a park bench. They surveyed the map he’d retrieved as he marked out areas of interest.  
 
    “Local gangs seem to proliferate around the port, and one of them has a runner that sounds like the legs.” Garrison said, pointing out some spots.  
 
    “He sounds lovely.” Piper sarcastically said as she sipped some water. 
 
    Lloyd had briefly described his recollection of the thief and what he looked like. It didn’t hit a nerve with Piper.  
 
    She might’ve thought it was odd that the thief’s description sounded similar to the man she met at the dance hall last night. But she assumed that it was just a coincidence. 
 
    “These places were hit by robberies in recent weeks and the thief got away. But there’s a pattern in the direction he takes.” Garrison drew a few lines, according to the reports, heading towards an origin point.  
 
    “I believe he’s going over here, maybe to his headquarters or where he drops off his loot. It’s worth looking into, at least.” Garrison said. 
 
    “All right, we’ll track him down.” Lloyd said, examining the map and figuring out which direction to go and where to look with his heightened perception. 
 
    “Should we all go or would it be better if a couple of us hang back here?” Edwin asked. 
 
    Piper turned to him. “Are you suggesting that it might not be safe?” 
 
    “I could wait here and Piper could wait with me, if she wants to.” Garrison said, earning a glare from her. 
 
    Lloyd sighed and told Piper, “Look, we’re heading into dangerous territory right now with thieves and maybe murderers. The legs might be safe enough, especially if we convince him to join us. But I don’t know what his partners or rivals might be capable of. It might be better if only a few of us take that risk, if we’re able to fight and defend ourselves.” 
 
    Piper growled. “Fine, I’ll stay back for now. But someday I’m going to learn how to defend myself.” 
 
    Edwin nodded. “I’ll teach you myself when we have the time. Come on, Lloyd, let’s go.” 
 
    Lloyd and Edwin waved farewell to Piper and Garrison as they left. Garrison turned to her, a little nervous. 
 
    “So what do you want to do?” Garrison asked her. 
 
    Piper grimaced. “Let’s take a stroll around. I’m tired of sitting here.” She said, getting up as Garrison followed after her. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Edwin and Lloyd skulked through the streets on the shadier side of town close to the port. Lloyd attempted to pinpoint the legs’ current situation with little luck.  
 
    “Just when I think I find him, there he goes again.” Lloyd shook his head. “It’s going to be hard to pin him down.” 
 
    “Really? Do you think I could try?” Edwin asked. 
 
    Lloyd frowned, thinking. “Last I saw him, or spotted him before he fled again, he was heading west…now south…if I could just get ahead of him, maybe we could grab him.” 
 
    “Take me there, and I’ll deal with him.” Edwin said. 
 
    Lloyd nodded and created a portal that they stepped through. It relocated them to a different neighborhood, though not so far away that such travel affected them.  
 
    Lloyd moved off to the side, and motioned Edwin over to get ready. They waited a moment before the legs zoomed through toward their spot. 
 
    At the moment, Barnaby was enjoying himself, not in any particular rush to get a job done. But he was still casing the area, just in case there might be trouble on his gang’s turf.  
 
    Suddenly a big fist whammed out in front of him. Before he could dodge it, another had grabbed him. 
 
    “Listen to me a moment.” The oaf said, hoisting him in the air. 
 
    But Barnaby kicked out, slamming his foot hard into the other man’s chest. He wouldn’t give him a chance to speak.  
 
    The lout pitched forward, but still retained his grip. So Barnaby angled his leg around the other man’s arm, trying to squeeze the arm and slide himself loose.  
 
    His other leg continued thumping whatever it could, while the other man’s other arm tried to pry him off. 
 
    “Quit it!” The other man said. 
 
    Now they were both wrestling, legs and arms flying everywhere, pummeling and lashing out at each other. Lloyd stood off to the side, in a state of shock at the violent display.  
 
    Lloyd attempted to summon a spell that’d freeze the legs in place. But then a few stray hits and strikes nearly knocked him out. 
 
    Lloyd staggered back, afraid to get involved now, while Edwin shouted, “We need you, legs!” 
 
    “Who’re you calling legs?” Barnaby asked, attempting to escape. 
 
    But Edwin clung onto him, even being dragged around while Barnaby tried to throw him off. “We need you. The seven pieces need you!” Edwin insisted. 
 
    “What seven pieces?” Barnaby asked, shaking his head. 
 
    “Have you heard of the man split into seven pieces?” Lloyd asked. 
 
    “No! That sounds disgusting.” Barnaby said, turning to him. 
 
    Edwin groaned. “He hasn’t heard of it.” 
 
    “I don’t care whatever it is.” Barnaby growled, glaring at them. “I’m not joining anything!” 
 
    With that, Barnaby flung Edwin off of him. He booted Lloyd hard enough that he toppled over.  
 
    Then Barnaby took off again, running as fast as he could away from these bozos and creeps. Lloyd and Edwin lied on the ground, meanwhile, moaning, too hurt and sore to get up. 
 
    “I think we made an inroad with him.” Lloyd said. 
 
    “You think so?” Edwin asked. 
 
    “At least he’s heard of us now.” Lloyd sighed. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Nine: 
 
    The Legs 
 
      
 
    Across town, Piper and Garrison strolled down the block. They looked at the shops and observed other people wandering around.  
 
    “I’m sorry if we were too protective back there.” Garrison said, turning to Piper. “We don’t mean to be restraining, but we’re in a difficult situation and we don’t know the right way to move forward.” 
 
    Piper sighed. “I understand where you’re coming from. Lloyd does have a point that, compared to him and Edwin, I’m at a disadvantage. I don’t have Edwin’s strength or Lloyd’s magic to protect me. I’m not the toughest person in the group. If the two of us were pitted in a fight, Garrison, I’m not sure which of us would win. But I’d definitely have to try to defeat you. That’s how difficult it is for me.” 
 
    Garrison frowned, thinking. “When you put it like that, yes, it’s unfair for you to be in this position.” 
 
    “Everyone wants to defend me, keep me out of trouble, but no one can stand up for me except myself.” Piper shook her head.  
 
    “I want to be stronger, too, and contribute more to this group when we’re facing danger. I want to defend myself without relying on you guys. I can’t hide away forever. Someday I’ll be forced to fight, too, alongside all of you or by myself.” Piper said. 
 
    “You won’t be alone.” Garrison said, turning to her. “We’re trying to ensure that we’ll all be together.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s not a guarantee. You guys might not always be around to protect me, especially if something bad happens. Someday I might be on my own and I might need help. Or I can learn how to defend myself, and get out of that situation. In the past, I avoided trouble and steered clear of danger, so I was able to get away without learning how to fight. But now the situation’s changed and I need to know more to prepare myself for such an eventuality.” Piper said. 
 
    “You’re right, though we don’t care to admit it.” Garrison said, turning away.  
 
    “This counts as an extreme situation, and we don’t know what’s going to happen to the rest of us. We don’t know if we’ll survive this, and you need a chance to defend yourself, if it comes down to it. You should be able to walk away free of this if we don’t make it.” Garrison said. 
 
    “Don’t talk like that either.” Piper jabbed a finger at him.  
 
    “If this group fails, if we fall apart or lose members, then I don’t know what I’m going to do. But I’m not walking away like this never happened. It’s not every day you find out you’re part of something legendary like this. I don’t think I’d give up so easily.” Piper said. 
 
    “Really? You wouldn’t?” Garrison turned to her. “What about your old life? Don’t you miss that, too?” 
 
    “Of course I do, and it was only a couple of days ago that I was living it.” Piper grimaced.  
 
    “I didn’t have to deal with all of you guys, running around like this, being chased by mages, and searching for mysterious figures to join some mythical quest. Who in their right minds would want to be part of this? Yet at the same time, even after going through it just a few days, I think I would miss it just a little bit.” Piper blushed, admitting that. 
 
    Garrison smiled. “Aww, I think I’d miss it, too, especially being with all of you.” He glanced away, and flushed. 
 
    Piper grinned and laughed. “You’re sweet. It’s nice to have met you, though I wish it wasn’t under these circumstances.” She remarked. 
 
    Garrison cleared his throat and pushed up his glasses. “Piper, there’s something I think you should know. I was talking to Edwin last night, and well, we both realized…you’re the only lady in this group.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Piper stared at him. 
 
    “Well, seeing as we’re all somehow reincarnated from Sonya and Cawley, who were married and in love with each other, then that means there’s sort of this tension lying underneath the group.” Garrison lowered his head. “I think we’re attracted to each other? All seven of us?” 
 
    Piper opened her mouth, gaping at him, and then she closed it. “What?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I think that’s the situation at hand, too.” Garrison said. 
 
    Piper groaned. “Please don’t tell me that.” 
 
    “It’s the truth, I think. You should know that, too, just in case it gets to be too much.” Garrison shook his head. “Edwin and I thought we should be professional, but I don’t know if that’s entirely possible. Who knows what the other guys might be like, if they’d stick to such an arrangement?” 
 
    “Thanks for telling me this, Garrison.” Piper said, looking up at him. “I have to consider this as well.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if it ruins things between us.” Garrison said. “I don’t know if I can help it, if it’s because of Sonya and Cawley or not. I have to say that, whatever else, you deserve a better chance at finding happiness on your own terms.” 
 
    “Thanks for that, Garrison.” Piper wandered off by herself.  
 
    Garrison gave her some privacy for the moment. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Was Garrison telling the truth? Were they really all attracted to each other, because of Sonya and Cawley? Did that mean that all of these guys would want to be with her, if she was the only woman in the group? 
 
    Piper had to pause as she contemplated the news, and reflected back on the past couple of days, and how they acted. Lloyd had definitely come on strongly to her at first.  
 
    She’d been angry with him because of it. But now that he’d calmed down and focused more on dealing with their problems, not just on her, though there was that incident last night, it seemed he’d changed.  
 
    She might even have started to like him a little bit. Oh gods, was she interested in him, too?  
 
    Piper shook her head, that feeling was annoying. She didn’t want to be with him, but those eyes—nope, she definitely wasn’t interested in him! Or so she kept telling herself as she pondered the others. 
 
    Garrison was one of the nicest guys so far. She could easily talk with him, and they had plenty of conversations the last couple of days.  
 
    She hoped he was sincere, but at the same time, she couldn’t deny the possibility that such ease might be because they were members of the seven pieces. Would that be true if they weren’t related in such a way? 
 
    She hated that thought. As for Edwin, ugh, he definitely attracted her and she hated that now.  
 
    If he was interested in her at all, it could only be because of the seven pieces. She was certain of that. A knight like him wouldn’t be interested in a bard like her at all if he’d any choice in the matter. 
 
    That was what it came down to in the end, choice and if they had any say on the matter. Because it was shaping up like they were fated and destined to be together, and she wasn’t certain she wanted to be part of that. 
 
    If the guys didn’t have any choice, and she didn’t have any choice, then what kind of romance or marriage could it possibly be between them? Now she was thinking about romance and marriage with these guys, ugh, this was terrible.  
 
    They couldn’t be together, not in this way. That’s what her brain kept telling her. Yet at the same time, her heart was pulling her in a different direction. 
 
    Nope, it wasn’t going to happen between them, she told herself. She refused to be part of this.  
 
    The guys might be angry and upset, and she was heartbroken, too, about not being with them. But she couldn’t stand the idea that they’d be forced into anything. She wouldn’t allow it. 
 
    Piper was resolved, and felt better about it. They could go back to being the seven pieces, searching for the others, without any pesky attraction, love, or relationships getting in the way. It’d be smooth sailing from here on out, or so she swore then. 
 
    While Piper had been deep in thought, Garrison had been examining the town map and the robberies he’d marked out on there again. He was trying to discern if he was missing anything and distracting himself from Piper’s presence.  
 
    Suddenly they heard shouts ahead and looked up as a shopkeeper ran out of a store. The shopkeeper was yelling about a thief, though they hadn’t seen anything. 
 
    “That might be the legs. I’ll go check it out, find out if they spotted him, and which way he headed. You can stay here a moment, if you want.” Garrison told Piper, racing ahead. 
 
    Piper shook her head and turned around. She headed back down the street when she didn’t feel like catching up with the legs.  
 
    She was already preoccupied with ignoring irritating thoughts about Garrison, Edwin, and Lloyd. She didn’t feel like adding a fourth man to the list now. 
 
    However, as she reached the corner, she almost ran into Barnaby. He was dawdling off to the side of the building.  
 
    “What’re you doing here?” She asked, staring at him in shock. No, it couldn’t be true, she thought to herself. 
 
    “Nothing much. Hello, pretty lady. Piper, wasn’t it? It’s nice to meet you again, though I wish it was in better circumstances.” Barnaby sighed to himself. “I seem to be getting into trouble again.” 
 
    “Did you rob that store?” Piper asked, pointing up the street. 
 
    “It’s not fair to make accusations without any proof.” Barnaby said, shifting a bag he was carrying across his shoulders. “Though I could be persuaded to lie about it.” 
 
    “You’re not the most innocent person around.” Piper said, staring at him as she realized who he was. “I wish you were innocent, though. Were you chased earlier today?” 
 
    “Yes, I was, by a couple of strange men. One of them was really strong in the arms and the other man might’ve been a mage. But I got away before he could cast any spells on me. How’d you know about that?” 
 
    “Ugh, I can’t believe this keeps happening to me.” Piper moaned. “Listen, have you had any strange visions?” She asked him. 
 
    “I happen to see a lovely vision before me. Does that count?” 
 
    “I’m not the person you should be interested in.” Piper told him. “I’ve already got a lot on my mind without getting mixed up in an even more complicated mess. You should stay away from me. But at the same time, I’ve got to ask if you can join our group.” 
 
    “Join your group? What group’s that?” Barnaby asked, staring at her. 
 
    “Have you ever heard the song or legend of Cawley, the man who founded our country before he was split into seven pieces by the first mages’ council?” Piper said. 
 
    “Seven pieces, you say? Tell me more.” Barnaby said, leaning close to her. 
 
    Piper grimaced. “The ears, the arms, the legs, the brain, the eyes, the voice and the heart. There are supposed to be seven of us uniting to take on the mages. You’re supposed to be the legs.” 
 
    “Me? I admit I run pretty fast. Some might even say I’m the fastest person around. So I’m part of this legendary group? What about you? Are you with us, too?” Barnaby asked. 
 
    “I’m the voice.” Piper said. 
 
    “A lovely voice, too. I’d love to hear all about it, Piper.” Barnaby said, glancing around. “Why don’t you meet me at the Willoughby Bar near the port at eight o’clock tonight? Don’t bring your friends, or they should keep their distance at least. I’d prefer to spend some time alone with you, but I don’t have the opportunity now. Toodeloo, farewell for now, pretty lady.” He grabbed and kissed her hand again before he sped off. 
 
    Piper groaned, annoyed that she was caught up in this madness while Garrison jogged over to her. Lloyd and Edwin were coming from a different direction, though they were dragging their feet a bit more. They seemed to be sore and aching. 
 
    “Was that the legs?” Garrison asked, staring at where the man had vanished off to, and then turned to Piper. 
 
    “Yes, his name’s Barnaby! We met at the dance hall last night, and now he wants to meet me at a bar alone tonight!” Piper shook her head. “Why do I have to be the go-between?” 
 
    “At the dance hall? I knew I saw him with you last night!” Lloyd cried, stunned. “I thought it was just a dream, though.” 
 
    “She can’t go alone with him tonight.” Edwin insisted. “We barely know him. He beat me and Lloyd up!” 
 
    “He doesn’t trust any of you, considering how you went after him.” Piper said. “He wants to hear from me first before he’ll join. You all can wait a short distance away. That’s the only way he’ll meet with us and consider our proposition.” 
 
    The others glanced at each other and Garrison shrugged. “She’s the one that got closest to him and he didn’t run away from her. We should try this method before we take another tactic with him.” Garrison said. 
 
    “All right, but if anything goes wrong, we’ll be ready to help you out.” Lloyd told Piper. 
 
    “What’s the place? We better scope it out before we head in there for the meeting.” Edwin said.  
 
    Piper nodded, and told them what little she knew about Barnaby. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, the foursome trooped over to Willoughby Bar. Lloyd scoped out their surroundings and confirmed that it was a safe enough place, considering the area.  
 
    They headed inside with the guys sitting down at the bar, where they could keep watch and guard the exit. Piper headed to a table in the corner. 
 
    Barnaby soon entered and sauntered past the fellows. He kept an eye on them, though, and they observed him, too, before he joined Piper at the table.  
 
    Piper and Barnaby smiled and greeted each other, shaking hands. But when Barnaby reached to kiss her hand again, she pulled away from him. 
 
    He shrugged and sat down. “That’s fair, I suppose.”  
 
    He grinned and waved at the guys at the bar, who were peering over. But then they turned away.  
 
    “They’re a surly, jealous bunch.” Barnaby remarked, turning to Piper. “Why do you travel with them?” 
 
    Piper sighed and told him their tale, including details on what little they knew about Sonya, Cawley, and the seven pieces. Barnaby slowly nodded, absorbing the information, as he and Piper drank a little and watched the crowd around them, too. 
 
    “I haven’t had any visions, like you say, but I’ve had some dreams.” Barnaby paused, contemplating them.  
 
    “I’m usually running towards or away from something. It involves battles sometimes, or sometimes it’s quite peaceful. I hadn’t known I might be glimpsing another life or two. But it did seem real when I was in the middle of them.” He gulped his drink down heavily. “I wish you had been in them, pretty lady.” 
 
    Piper grimaced. “I might’ve been, considering. So you might believe us?” She asked. 
 
    “I might believe you, but that doesn’t mean I want to get involved.” Barnaby slammed his drink down.  
 
    “My life’s already harsh enough as it is. Why should I get mixed up in some trouble with mages? That’s like a death sentence for me. I’ve got enough going against me. You should see the reward for my capture, the jail sentence I might be facing for my robberies.” Barnaby said. 
 
    “Why did you resort to such measures?” Piper asked, staring at him. 
 
    “I didn’t have much choice when I was younger. I got kicked out onto the streets when my parents died and joined a gang to stay alive. I was a natural runner, so they trained me as a robber, too, for smash and grabs. As long as I stayed ahead of the constables and fenced the wares without getting caught, I could rest easy with some time to spare. The gang takes care of me in exchange for a fee.” 
 
    Barnaby sighed. “I’ve got my own place in a nice, quiet area. No trouble at all, just a few risks, in comparison to what my life could’ve been like without it. Why should I add to my burden?” 
 
    Piper shrugged. “Admittedly that does sound good, comparatively speaking. I might’ve wanted a life like that when I was traveling alone on the road. But don’t you feel some kind of connection between us? With the other seven pieces?” 
 
    Barnaby grimaced. “Listen, lady, we might’ve been lovers in a previous life, and I wish it could be the same this time around, if you’d have me. But it’s a little crowded and there’s too much at stake.” 
 
    “No, I don’t want us to be lovers.” Piper shook her head. “We’re not going to fall in love, don’t be ridiculous. Why should we fall in love, even if we’re attracted to each other?” 
 
    “Right, I suppose you have a point. Anyway, why should I give up everything and throw my lot in with them? Why should you, for that matter, put yourself at risk? Why don’t you step away from this group? You could hang out with me, or find something else. There are plenty of other options.” Barnaby said. 
 
    “I can’t run away from this now, much as I might wish to.” Piper said, looking away.  
 
    “My fate’s tied up with them and we’re wanted by the mages. It’s too dangerous for me to be on my own right now. I’m sticking with them for the foreseeable future, until we’ve found a way to make things right. You could be a part of this with us, find security in the bigger group with your own gang, or you could lay low. Your choice.” Piper turned to him. 
 
    Barnaby frowned. “I’ll think about it, maybe. So the mages might come after us, even if we’re alone and apart from the group?” 
 
    “We suspect that to be the case, yes.” Piper said, sipping her beverage. 
 
    “Hmm, my own gang,” Barnaby said, tapping his fingers on the table as he glanced over at the others.  
 
    “Admittedly this could be a tough crowd, if trained the right way. The lookout, the arms, the brain, me, the legs, with one of us a mage, and you’d be the voice, the seducer.” He said, turning to Piper. “It’d be perfect. We could take over the whole town.” He smiled at her. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s going to work out that way.” She told him. “We’re not going to resort to thievery. I meant, metaphorically speaking, we’d be a gang.” 
 
    “So was I. Why should I think in such small terms, when I once had the means to rule this entire country?” He laughed at that. “It’s so delusional, yet it sounds perfect, too.” 
 
    Piper chuckled, taking another drink, when suddenly, the whole place erupted. People screamed and Piper was hurled across the room, falling over as she lost consciousness. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Ten: 
 
    Tidal Wave 
 
      
 
    Earlier, Garrison craned his head towards Piper and Barnaby and asked, “What’s taking them so long?” 
 
    He’d taken up a spot by the front door, the only entrance and exit to the bar. He’d act as a lookout here and step in, if necessary, to block it.  
 
    However, Edwin sat at the center of the bar. If there was any trouble, he’d be the main obstacle for any escape attempt or attack. 
 
    “I suppose they need some time to establish a rapport. Maybe Piper’s trying to explain some things to him.” Edwin told Garrison, glancing at them. “Goodness knows I’m still confused about all of this.” 
 
    “Pipe down a minute. I’m trying to listen to them.” Lloyd told Edwin and Garrison. 
 
    Lloyd sat at the farthest end, closest to Piper and Barnaby’s table, to keep watch over them. If something did happen, he’d protect her with his powers and he could get them out of here, with Edwin and Garrison as the rearguard. 
 
    “We could move a little closer to them.” Garrison suggested. 
 
     They’d planned this out as a precaution. While it might be over the top for a meeting, they thought it might be necessary, considering the situation they were in.  
 
    Garrison had inspected the plan and thought that it was pretty sound, though he wasn’t a military strategist. Still, maybe he had the makings of one, considering his ties to Cawley’s mind. 
 
    “No, we don’t want to spook Barnaby.” Edwin rolled his eyes. “I can’t believe he got the chance to dance with her first.” 
 
    Garrison scanned the people coming into and out of the bar as well, just in case there could be an assailant hidden amongst them.  
 
    They didn’t know what the mages’ task force looked like, who the people involved were, and if they could infiltrate the crowd. Garrison needed to know who they might be. 
 
    “Are you jealous of him, Edwin?” Lloyd asked, staring at the knight. 
 
    Though he didn’t have Lloyd’s eyesight, Garrison needed to be able to identify any signs of a suspect, to pinpoint when something was wrong, any discrepancies about a person, or why they were acting strangely.  
 
    He also was trying to distract himself from what was going on with Piper and Barnaby, to give himself something to do as he waited for their meeting to wrap up. 
 
    “So what if I am? I bet you’re jealous, too, Lloyd.” Edwin sneered at the mage. “Considering how close together they are. You can see everything about them, can’t you? How she reacts to him, and he reacts to her in turn.” 
 
    Garrison grimaced, unable to stand it anymore, especially the thought of Barnaby and Piper being intimate with each other. He stashed away his glasses and turned to the others. 
 
    “Will you please stop egging him, Edwin?” Garrison asked the knight. “You’re the one who’s most annoying now.” 
 
    “Enough of this. We shouldn’t be fighting.” Lloyd sighed. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you two, but we need to stick together and focus on what needs to be done.” 
 
    “Piper’s the only woman in the group, isn’t she?” Edwin asked Lloyd, turning to him. “We thought that was odd, Garrison and me, but you’re the one who can confirm it, seeing as how you’re the only one who can visualize the members of the entire group before we all come together.” 
 
    Lloyd gaped at him and Garrison. “Is that what this is about? Are you two…attracted to Piper, too?” Lloyd asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid that might be the case. However, we should act more professional about it and ignore such feelings. I’ve already told Piper, too, about what we suspect.” Garrison told Lloyd. 
 
    “Don’t deny it. We’re all involved in this. Seeing how Sonya and Cawley were a couple, we wonder if that romantic side of the relationship has affected us as well.” Edwin told Lloyd. 
 
    Lloyd frowned. “I’m afraid it’s true that Piper’s the only woman I’ve seen so far. Though the face of the last person, the heart, still eludes me. I guess we might be affected by Sonya and Cawley’s romance, too. But I just thought we could overcome and push past it, considering the obstacles in our way and everything else we have to do. Maybe we should confront this problem, too, before it goes overboard.” 
 
    “I knew it.” Edwin grumbled, crossing his arms. 
 
    Before Garrison could say anything, a roar presaged the walls breaking apart around them. A tidal wave swept over and into the bar, even though they were a couple miles from the shore. 
 
    There’d been no indicator of a tsunami or anything like that coming for them. Lloyd might’ve glimpsed it coming if he’d paid attention, but as it was, he’d been distracted by the conversation and keeping watch over Piper and Barnaby. 
 
    Garrison had no idea what was going on as the water carried him away. Part of the wall over the bar crumbled over and fell on top of Edwin and Lloyd, crushing them.  
 
    In just an instance, a few seconds, Garrison was lying on the floor, coughing up dust and water. The bar patrons were scattered all over the place, groaning. 
 
    Then a few people clambered over the ruins, searching, and grabbed someone out of the rubble. It was Piper, Garrison suddenly realized as he glimpsed her limp, lifeless form.  
 
    The strangers were muttering something, but he couldn’t hear them clearly as he staggered up onto his feet. He rushed towards them. 
 
    He didn’t know how, but the mages must’ve found them and created this tidal wave to destroy the bar and trap them here, no matter who else got hurt or killed. That was the only thing he could think of in that moment.  
 
    He had to free Piper and get them out of here. 
 
    Where was Barnaby? Had he been buried, too?  
 
    Garrison couldn’t spare more than a thought for him as the assailants spotted him coming and attacked him in turn. He dodged their knives and swords and attempted to kick, hit, and disarm them to steal one of their weapons. 
 
    He wasn’t a knight like Edwin, not athletically inclined. But he’d read some martial arts books in his time, and maybe some of Cawley’s instincts were kicking in for him.  
 
    He put up a good fight and landed a few blows, even taking a knife away from one of them. But he didn’t reach Piper in time. 
 
    The one carrying her got away before he could stop them. Then he was knocked aside by one of the cretins when he was distracted.  
 
    They might’ve killed Garrison then, but a rumble and shifting ground threw them off. Edwin burst through the wreckage, hauling an unconscious Lloyd up with him. 
 
    Edwin slugged and heaved aside a couple foes. The rest ran away when they didn’t want to deal with him.  
 
    Garrison panted as he got up and met Edwin, telling him what he’d seen so far. 
 
    “Who were those people?” Edwin asked, slinging Lloyd across his shoulders. “If they were the mages, they would’ve used even more magic against us, not just a tidal wave and hand-to-hand combat.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Garrison shook his head. “It doesn’t make sense, but they’ve got Piper and now we’ve got to find her. She could be in danger.” 
 
    “Did they grab Piper?” They heard a voice say and turned around to face Barnaby, standing on the edges of the devastation. 
 
    “What’re you doing there?” Edwin asked, glancing back and forth. “You were on the other side of the building. The wall should’ve fallen right on top of you.” 
 
    “I ran away.” Barnaby said, stunned.  
 
    “I saw it coming down and I sprinted as fast as I could out of here beforehand. It must’ve been the fastest I’ve ever run, like lightning.” Barnaby said. “But then I stopped and turned around and came back here, though I was at least a couple blocks away already.” 
 
    “Why’d you do that?” Garrison asked, gaping at him. 
 
    “I don’t know. But I felt like I had to come back here. I left her behind. I left you all behind. I don’t know why, but I had to come back and save you all, or at least try.” Barnaby frowned. “I’m usually not this heroic.” 
 
    “What happened?” Edwin asked, indicating everything. “Why’d they attack us? Who attacked us?” 
 
    “I’m not certain, but I think this is the work of a rival gang led by Arliss, who’s sort of a water mage. She’s not usually this destructive or public about it.” Barnaby said, scratching his head.  
 
    “I think they might’ve been after me because I stole from a couple of shops on their turf. But this reaction is a bit ridiculous and over the top, even for her. It doesn’t make sense.” Barnaby said. 
 
    Edwin and Garrison stared at him. “You think Arliss was after you…and she snatched up Piper instead because she was associated with you?” Garrison asked. 
 
    “It’s possible, but why would she go to so much trouble? Why wouldn’t she and a couple of her cronies jump me and Piper instead, maybe in a back alleyway?” Barnaby asked. 
 
    Edwin groaned. “I didn’t want us to get caught up in these stupid, horrible underworld shenanigans. Now Piper’s in trouble, and it’s your fault, Barnaby!” 
 
    “Maybe you should come with us. Tell us as much as you can about Arliss and her gang, and we can save Piper together.” Garrison said, confronting Barnaby. 
 
    “Listen, I’m not getting mixed up in your crew--” Barnaby started to say. 
 
    However, Edwin punched and knocked him out. Then he grabbed Barnaby and heaved him onto his other shoulder, carrying both him and Lloyd.  
 
    “Come on, Garrison. Let’s get out of here before we’re caught.” Edwin said, staggering out of the wreckage. 
 
    Garrison followed after him, though he feared what might’ve happened to Piper and how she’d fare under the care of those delinquent gangsters. Where could they be? 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Piper was floating in a pool of water, being carried by the tide away from all her trouble and woes. No more seven pieces.  
 
    No more Garrison, Lloyd, Edwin, or Barnaby. No more fears about being chased, captured, or destroyed by the mages. It was bliss. 
 
    But why was she in this state? What happened to her?  
 
    Where were the others? Piper scrunched up her closed eyes, still unconscious, but a dawning awareness was returning to her.  
 
    She didn’t want to wake up for a moment, feeling calm in this state of serenity. But she couldn’t help worrying about what was going on.  
 
    She couldn’t deny that something was wrong or different about this. She missed the others. 
 
    She opened her eyes, regaining consciousness, and realized she was floating, half submerged in some kind of water tank. Piper attempted to clamber up the side, but the walls were too sheer and the opening too high up. 
 
    She wound up falling and splashing back down into the water. Piper gasped as she emerged from the depths, shivering and thoroughly soaked. 
 
    She coughed and sneezed a little bit as well. She might be getting sick or suffering from shock or hypothermia, which could be a dangerous condition, from this prolonged submersion. 
 
    What was she doing here? Why had she been thrown into this tank?  
 
    Where were the others? What happened to them? 
 
    She shuddered, remembering how the building collapsed, and wished that they were okay, but she feared the worst. They were dead, and she might be the only one of the seven pieces left. 
 
    She cried then, thinking of Barnaby, Lloyd, Edwin and Garrison, all dead and gone, crushed and destroyed in such a horrible manner. Why’d this happen to them? What’d they do to deserve this?  
 
    They were good people, honest enough men, though Barnaby might’ve been a thief, Edwin had been in jail, Garrison broke rules as a scholar and Lloyd could be obnoxious at times. They didn’t deserve any of this.  
 
    Suddenly she realized that for the first time in a long while, she cared about other people besides herself. Maybe she did love them as well. She was going to miss them if they were gone for good. 
 
    But what about her? What was going to happen to her next?  
 
    Why was she stuck down here? Piper peered up at the mouth of the tank, wondering if she saw any movement up there. 
 
    “Help! Can somebody let me out of here?” Piper cried as loud as she could, arching back. “I’m trapped down here! Can somebody throw me a rope or something?” 
 
    Finally she saw a face gazing down at her, an older woman. “Ah, you’re awake now, good.” The other woman shook her head. “I’m sorry, my dear, but I can’t free you just now. I’m making arrangements for your capture and arrest, you see.” 
 
    “What’re you talking about?” Piper asked, though her heart was plummeting as low as these depths. 
 
    “It turns out you’re a wanted woman.” The other lady smiled at her. “I should know what a wanted woman looks like, considering I’m one of them myself.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” Piper looked away, trying to deny it. 
 
    “Anyway, I had my men tailing a thief, Barnaby, who we wanted to question about some robberies we hadn’t approved of. But then we spotted you with him. I might be in an illicit trade, but I’m still a mage, and your description has been circulated amongst the boards of the mages’ hangouts. That intrigued me, I have to admit, and so I decided to apprehend you myself.” 
 
    “You said you were in trouble, though.” Piper said, gazing up at her. “How could you capture someone else in the same circumstances?” 
 
    “Quite easily, as a matter of fact. You’re wanted by some of the higher-ups amongst mages, so I have to be careful how I turn you in, unless I want to be caught, too. It’ll take some time, but I’m sure we’ll arrange a trade-off before long, if they’re desperate to have you, and I can get away, free of any charges from them, if not for my other crimes. It’s a win-win scenario.” The other woman laughed. 
 
    Piper frowned. “You’re not getting away with this. My friends--” 
 
    “What friends?” The other woman shook her head.  
 
    “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but you’re in a desperate situation, and it’s unlikely they’ll find you before I turn you in. Face it, girl, you’re finished and no one’s coming to rescue you. Now excuse me, I’ve had enough gloating and plenty of business to take care of.” The woman withdrew from the opening. 
 
    “Come back here!” Piper pounded the wall. “You’ll pay for what you’ve done!”  
 
    When the other woman didn’t return or respond, she sighed and turned back around, leaning against the wall.  
 
    “My friends will come get me.” She said, trying to assure herself, but she didn’t know if it was true. 
 
    They might be dead, or if they’d somehow survived by a miracle, she didn’t know what condition they were in or what obstacles might lay in their path to finding her. She didn’t have a clue where she was. 
 
    She might be miles away from Lloyd’s viewpoint, and she couldn’t figure out her location in these bare surroundings. It might be hopeless for them to find her.  
 
    She buried her head in her arms, despairing that she’d get out of this alive. She longed to see the others again, one last time at least. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Barnaby sat on the floor of the hotel room the other men were sharing, annoyed that he’d been dragged into this mess. He didn’t feel like he was part of this group, no matter what they said about him being one of the seven pieces, like he was connected to them.  
 
    But he wasn’t leaving yet when Piper was still in trouble. He owed a sense of duty to her when she’d been captured by one of his foes and he ran away from her like a coward.  
 
    That wasn’t right to him or fair to her. So he was going to try his best to help her out, though he didn’t know what he was supposed to do. 
 
    The other fellows were more impressive or experienced than they looked at first glance, when he’d trounced a couple of them. The others could’ve wallowed in their misery and mourned her loss, but instead they were hard at work preparing to save her.  
 
    Edwin stretched and practiced his sword-fighting skills, limbering up for a potential fight ahead. Garrison had put his glasses back on and spread out the city map of Crawlfin on one of the beds while Lloyd, who’d recovered from being knocked out, shook his head.  
 
    “I can’t get a fix on where she is. Every time I try to concentrate on her, all I sense is water.” Lloyd grimaced. “It doesn’t bode well.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s the tanks.” Barnaby said, grimacing as he got up from where he sat off to the side. 
 
    “What tanks?” Garrison asked, turning to him. 
 
    “I’ve heard stories of people who’ve been captured by Arliss and her gang, and she throws them down a well, a tank.” Barnaby said, joining them.  
 
    “It’s not a pleasant experience, being half-submerged in the dark, and they can’t get out of there before Arliss and the others rescue them.” Barnaby said. 
 
    He’d been afraid something like that might happen to him someday. It was one of the reasons he raced off when the bar imploded.  
 
    He didn’t want to be captured and taken somewhere he’d never be able to run again, unable to get away from such tight, cramped quarters.  
 
    Such claustrophobia was one of his greatest fears and he shuddered to think about Piper in that situation. He hoped she was handling it better than he could, but that wasn’t fair to her either.  
 
    He was the one who might’ve deserved such a punishment, not Piper. 
 
    “That’s horrible.” Edwin paused, turning to them. “We need to get Piper out of there before she gets sick, injured, or worse.” 
 
    “Tanks, wells.” Garrison muttered, turning back to Crawlfin’s city map. “These are underground, right?” 
 
    “As far as we know, yes.” Barnaby said, not knowing where he was going with this. 
 
    “There aren’t a lot of places that could support an underground freshwater well, considering the swamp that surrounds Crawlfin and the ocean shore nearby.” Garrison said, striking out swathes of the area.  
 
    “She’d probably use a preexisting well instead of excavating a new one. That narrows things down. Barnaby, do you know where Arliss and her gang might have hideouts or control parts of the remaining territory?” 
 
    “I think so.” Barnaby said, circling a couple of spots as Garrison and the others checked out his work. “We know there’s a buildup of her gang members here sometimes, and farther south, too.” He muttered, marking out another place.  
 
    He was trying to remember everything he possibly could about the rival gang’s movements, knowing Piper’s life might be on the line here. She might be able to survive for a little while, but the longer it took for them to rescue her, the more risk she faced. 
 
    “That helps us out.” Garrison said, turning to Lloyd. “Can you take a look?” 
 
    “I’ll do my best. It might help if I know what Arliss or her key players look like.” Lloyd said. 
 
    Barnaby provided a description to Lloyd of Arliss and anyone else he could think of. He tried to be as comprehensive as he could about their features, when this might help Piper out.  
 
    He hadn’t imagined he’d be this useful to their cause, when usually it was only his legs, and not his knowledge that people cared about. But he did have something to contribute to this gang. 
 
    Meanwhile, Edwin came over, checking on the map. “Shall I try to infiltrate or observe these places myself?” Edwin asked Garrison, tapping on a spot. 
 
    “Yes, not a bad idea.” Garrison said. “You can try to get into the neighborhood, check it out as best you can. Steer clear of trouble, and then when we’re ready, you can try to sneak or bludgeon your way in, whatever works.” 
 
    “What about me? I might be a distraction.” Barnaby said, turning to Garrison.  
 
    Even he was surprised that he was volunteering himself for such a dangerous mission, for people that he barely knew anything about. But this was something he knew he could do. 
 
    Once they’d settled their score here, and he relieved himself of this debt and burden he owed by rescuing Piper, then he could be on his way again without worrying or caring about what happened to the others. 
 
     “Arliss and her cronies are after me, too, I think. I run through the area, they try to catch me, maybe they even succeed. I get into the building. That might give us a leg up, too, right?” Barnaby smirked. 
 
    “That’ll be perfect.” Lloyd nodded. “Garrison and I can come in when you two have established a foothold or a handhold as well.” 
 
    “So that’s the plan?” Edwin asked, looking around at everybody. 
 
    “It’s got to work. For Piper.” Garrison said, and the others agreed. 
 
    “For Piper.” Barnaby muttered. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Eleven: 
 
    Team Dynamics 
 
      
 
    That morning, Veronica returned to the magical law enforcement precinct and the start of her second full day on the task force and the third since she’d arrived at the capital. So far the news she’d received from Hammith was pretty positive and her assistant was handling things well there. She expected they wouldn’t miss her much. 
 
    She’d settled into her room in one of the old dormitories at the Plant Order facility, where novices raced through the halls and studied late into the night. Seeing all of these fresh faces reminded her of the years she spent here as a student, dreaming about being a mage someday. 
 
    But now she’d returned with even more serious concerns to consider. Part of her didn’t want to haunt these premises she used to call home, when she’d moved away from here. 
 
    But lodging was free at least, provided that she paid for her meals and maybe serve as an advisor someday. It’d suffice for now as temporary quarters until she determined whether or not she should look for a more permanent residence in the capital. 
 
    She didn’t know how long she’d be here, how long it’d take to find and round up the seven pieces. But it looked like the task force would be her primary occupation for the foreseeable future. She might as well get used to it, and find out everything she could about its directive and aim. 
 
    She took her seat at her new desk, which had been moved away from the wall and positioned amongst the arrangement created around Gareth’s node. He was the unofficial leader of the task force, the first to take up this post, and everything seemed to be focused around him. 
 
    Veronica accepted that for the most part, as seniority and experience did count for something. But she was intrigued as to the nature of this group.  
 
    The task force had been created to handle the seven pieces even before they were identified as being present or existing. Gareth had apparently taken it upon himself to establish this particular outfit when Lloyd and Edwin were still children, and not any sort of threat yet. 
 
    There might’ve been earlier versions of this group, though records were scarce, going back centuries to research, chronicle, and look for any signs of the seven pieces. But none of them were ever officially instituted.  
 
    Gareth was the one who’d seen the possibility that such a force might be necessary, and he set it up with the council’s low-key approval. 
 
    Des and Caradoc had joined in short order, followed by Ramona and Kenda a couple years later. Mitsu had been the latest recruit several months ago before Veronica joined. The first few years, they mostly monitored Edwin and Lloyd before they expanded and started searching for the others. 
 
    A lot of files, case studies, and documents had been made in that time, including some of the archives from the archaic groups that had previously investigated this phenomenon. Right now Veronica was delving into these accounts to learn as much as she possibly could.  
 
    So far there was a lot of speculation and hearsay on who the seven pieces might be, what they would be like, and what sort of powers and abilities they might develop. 
 
    Veronica examined a picture detailing the physiological aspects of the ear, what that person’s body part would be like and how enhanced their hearing might possibly be. She shook her head.  
 
    It was fantastic, yet people had dedicated their careers in pursuit of these individuals, and to what purpose? Why were the seven pieces so hated and feared by the mages? 
 
    She didn’t understand everything involved, yet she knew that there was something more to this business than she was being told. For one thing, Gareth and the others occasionally stopped by, asking if she had any questions. If she probed too deeply into aspects of their inquiries, they might deflect or defer their answer. 
 
    Veronica knew that some offices might have their secrets, which they dearly protected when so much could hinge upon such confidentiality. Her previous job had involved similar taciturn responses and she wouldn’t have disclosed anything she’d learned if it wasn’t guaranteed to be safe. 
 
    She figured they didn’t trust her yet, considering how new she was to their force and how much they’d built upon their previous relationships and confidence in each other, turning away any outsiders from finding out the truth. But eventually they’d have to let her in and divulge everything to her, or else they weren’t going to work out as a team. 
 
    Veronica was in the middle of perusing another folder when Gareth returned and asked, “How’s it going? What do you make of all this?” 
 
    Veronica paused, staring at him and said, “I’m still trying to absorb everything, figure out where I fit in.” 
 
    She nodded towards Des flirting with Kenda while Caradoc was annoying Ramona. Mitsu and Ramona tended to hang out together, while Kenda had befriended Veronica a little, though it wasn’t the same as the old relationships Veronica had formed when she was a student of the Seven Wielders order. 
 
    Back then, she was young, ecstatic at being here at the capital, so far away from Hammith, learning how to be a mage, and things were uncomplicated for the most part. There were games that people played with each other, pranks pulled, a lot of toying and teasing going around, but it was still pretty fun and loose. Now she was older and things were more serious with lives and reputations at stake, time running short for the people involved, and quick judgments had to be made with just the barest conviction. 
 
    How could she be certain about anything? Why were they engaged in this enterprise? What were the rules here? Were they doing the right thing, or were they pursuing a crooked path that might lead to their downfall? 
 
    She didn’t know anymore, but she wanted to find out the truth behind this establishment and determine for herself if this was a form of justice, or a cover-up for a crime. She couldn’t engage fully with this task force when that might implicate her, yet she had to play her role and get as close as she could to discover everything about it. 
 
    “I’m still getting my bearings straight as a late addition to this troop and learning about the team dynamics.” Veronica continued, facing Gareth. 
 
    “All right, but I need you to be committed to this effort and not doubting the sincerity of our intentions.” Gareth told her. 
 
    Veronica nodded while Caradoc called, “Hey! Apparently there’s an alert from Crawlfin. They might’ve found one of the seven pieces there.” 
 
    Gareth and the others looked up, intrigued. “What sort of report is it?” Gareth asked, heading over to Caradoc’s desk, distracted for a moment from interrogating Veronica.  
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief and soon joined them. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Back in the pit, Piper shook her head and wiped the tears away from her eyes. She gasped for breath as she inhaled and calmed herself down.  
 
    No, she wasn’t going to die down here, she swore to herself then. Though the odds didn’t look good or in her favor. 
 
    She was going to find a way out of here, or try her best, but how exactly? Her legs and arms didn’t possess the insane strength that Barnaby and Edwin had, but she was going to scale the walls.  
 
    She ran and jumped, grasping and clambering onto any foot or handhold she could find. She braced herself against the wall to support her. But each time she fell short of reaching the top and wound up slipping, splashing down into the water. 
 
    She shuddered and heaved for breath, emerging from the depths after the fifteenth attempt or so. She’d lost track a little of how many times she tried and failed. But at least she was going farther up, a good effort on her part, she tried to assure herself. 
 
    Garrison would probably have figured out what route worked best. She was trying to, locating the best spots where she might make some headway and using different approaches to help her out.  
 
    But nothing was working. She shook her head, resting for longer this time around before she tried again, shivering. 
 
    She was cold, wet, tired and hungry. She didn’t know how long she’d been down here when she might’ve been awake for a few hours now, using up time and energy with these escape attempts.  
 
    But she didn’t know how long she’d been unconscious or asleep before that. So it might already be morning of the next day, maybe even noon. 
 
    She couldn’t keep track of time down here. She groaned, wishing she could see the sun again, imagining that she was out walking through the forest with the other guys.  
 
    She could see their faces, Barnaby, Lloyd, Garrison and Edwin. She wished that they were here and could lend her some strength. 
 
    She stared down at the water, remembering for a moment how Lloyd could summon up his powers with just a thought, with such force that he could withstand an assault. She closed her eyes and concentrated as hard as she could on the water and its nature, wishing that she could just float out of here, that the water would bear her up.  
 
    If only she were a mage like Lloyd, if only she possessed such abilities, if only she could do an impossible thing as well. Piper focused as hard as ever, her breathing steadying to a pulse, the water dripping, sloshing, and gurgling at the bottom of the well, completely surrounding her. 
 
    Suddenly it felt like she was attuned to something beyond herself, beyond what she experienced before. She fixated on that feeling, on that lift, on that buoyancy, like a wave or tide that’d carry her up.  
 
    It felt like she was flying for a moment, like she was floating. But she didn’t let go of this sensation, and continued centering upon it, putting her whole being into it. 
 
    She was water, rising up, and she’d break free of this prison she was in. She opened her eyes and, with a splash, she emerged from the well, grabbing onto the rim of the opening before she fell back in.  
 
    She gasped, astonished, and laughed to herself before quieting. She looked back down to the bottom of the pool.  
 
    The water had plunged down again, but for a moment, it felt like a font, bearing her up. Now here she was, safe at the top. 
 
    How had she gotten up here? Had she actually done this herself, summoned water to carry herself up?  
 
    Was this magic? Did Lloyd have anything to do with this?  
 
    She remembered, back at the prison, Edwin had taken up Lloyd’s magical shield, even though he wasn’t a mage like Lloyd and didn’t have any powers of his own. Or did he?  
 
    If the seven pieces were all part of the same two people with different strengths and qualities, then what if they could share some of the same abilities amongst each other, like magic? 
 
    Lloyd had suggested it might be possible, now that Piper thought about it. But she hadn’t suspected it might be to this extent.  
 
    Maybe she’d possessed magical powers all along and hadn’t known about it when she’d never been tested or spotted by a mage. Or maybe it only came to the forefront because of her interactions with Lloyd and the other seven pieces, because of her experience and learning from them. 
 
    Whatever it was, she was grateful that she had it, and now she was getting out of here if she could. She was stuck inside a basement, she noticed, and there was no guard here. But they might be upstairs, if they hadn’t been disturbed by her surfacing from the well. 
 
    She clambered over the side, dripping all over the place as she dropped onto the floor and moved away from the well, assessing her surroundings. Barely any light, no windows, or a sliver of one near the ceiling.  
 
    She headed over to that small casement, basking in the warmth of the faint illumination when she was still shivering. Then she spotted the cellar door that might lead outside. 
 
    She attempted to open it, but it was locked from the outside. She grimaced and nearly pounded on it, but she had to keep quiet if she didn’t want to be discovered and thrown back into the well.  
 
    She checked the glass pane again, too small to squeeze through. Then her eyes fixated on some movement.  
 
    Was her vision deceiving her, or was she hallucinating? Maybe she’d been trapped down there for too long. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Based on Barnaby’s descriptions and intelligence, Lloyd had pinpointed the location of Arliss and her gang. Edwin started wandering around the neighborhood early that morning.  
 
    He scoped out the area and tried to figure out an attack plan as he passed by the two-story apartment building where the gang resided. 
 
    He peered over the fence once or twice when no one was looking and noticed a side yard with basement access, a backyard with a shed and garden, and an alleyway on the other side of the building. The well should be in the basement, but Arliss and her gang occupied the entire building, a few dozen people at least.  
 
    They might be able to handle them, but it was still a risky operation. They had to be careful with Piper involved.  
 
    Edwin noticed a flash of movement as Barnaby raced by him. Then he headed for the building next door to the gang’s hideout. 
 
    Barnaby had slowed down enough that the guards keeping watch outside Arliss’s house clearly saw him pass by. But he was still fast enough that he was a step ahead of them. Still, the guards couldn’t resist going after him when he was just there for the taking. 
 
    That was just enough of a distraction for Edwin to head up to the rooftop of the building next door without being spotted. He hunkered down by the parapet, peering into the side yard with the basement access, when a portal appeared right next to him. 
 
    He turned as Garrison and Lloyd stepped through, the portal dissolving behind them. They crouched down next to Edwin.  
 
    They examined the situation as well, and Lloyd’s eyes roamed around. Garrison had put away his glasses, though, ready for another fight. 
 
    “The guards are closing in on Barnaby. He’s doing a good job of enticing them.” Lloyd remarked. 
 
    “He’s annoying enough.” Edwin said. 
 
    “We should be able to make a move soon.” Garrison said. 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Lloyd turned, staring at Arliss’s house. “Piper’s out of the well. I can see her now. She’s moving about the basement.” 
 
    “What? How’d she get out of there?” Edwin asked. 
 
    “Magic, I think, water magic.” Lloyd’s eyes widened. “Arliss sensed something as well. She’s heading for the basement.” 
 
    “She’s alert? We need to get down there right now.” Garrison said. 
 
    “You two go through the portal. I’ll come in the basement door.” Edwin said. 
 
    The others nodded and departed while Edwin clambered down the side of the building and jumped into the neighboring side yard. He rushed over to the basement door and started pounding on it. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Piper gaped at the sight of Edwin climbing down the building next door. He was alive, he was okay, he was coming to get her. Where were the others? 
 
     Suddenly she was swept aside by a wave of water, throwing her up against a wall with hurricane force. She coughed, choking on the water and in agony as Arliss strutted down the basement steps, wielding her powers against her. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going, girl?” Arliss asked. “The fun’s just getting started.” 
 
    Suddenly a portal appeared close by and Arliss turned her head, distracted for a moment. “The mages?” She muttered, confused. 
 
    However, Lloyd and Garrison rushed out. “Sorry.” Lloyd said, slamming Arliss with a cloud of shadows. 
 
    Arliss fell back under the assault and her wave broke apart, letting Piper go. Piper fell onto the floor, groaning and wincing while Garrison rushed over to her. 
 
    “Are you okay?” He asked, bending down next to her. 
 
    “I think so.” Piper murmured, lifting her head. She was so relieved to see him, to see all of them here, except for Barnaby. Where was he? “Thanks.” She said. 
 
    “No problem.” Garrison added, helping her up onto her feet. 
 
    Edwin broke through the basement door, meanwhile, and stomped down the steps. “How’re we doing?” Edwin asked. 
 
    Piper, Garrison, and Edwin looked up as Lloyd and Arliss were locked in a mage battle, distracted as they hurled their magical powers at each other. Lloyd looked magnificent in that moment, Piper thought to herself, almost crying at the sight. 
 
    Meanwhile, members of Arliss’s gang stampeded down into the basement from upstairs, and some of them were coming from outside as well, following after Edwin. 
 
    Garrison grimaced. “Looks like we’re not out of this yet.” 
 
    Edwin and Garrison started fighting members of the gang, while Piper suddenly unleashed a small wave against a few of the thugs. It wasn’t as powerful as Arliss’s blast when she might’ve been injured and weakened from her time here, but she was still brandishing magic like a mage. 
 
    She was proud of herself in that moment, to be able to do something to help them. They were going to get out of this alive, she swore to herself then. 
 
    Garrison gaped at her. “How’d you do that? Where’d that come from?” 
 
    “I think it came from Lloyd, from being one of the seven pieces.” Piper shook her head. “It’s hard to explain now. We’ll figure it out later.” 
 
    Garrison nodded, though his head was already brimming with the possibilities. He remembered what Edwin had done, too, back in the jailhouse.  
 
    If they could adapt and create with new powers and abilities, possibly borrowed from the others, then there was no telling what they might be able to do together. Could he learn how to handle magic, too? Garrison wondered to himself as he continued fighting. 
 
    Meanwhile, Barnaby had allowed himself to be captured by some of Arliss’s guards, and they even roped and tied him up to be certain he wouldn’t escape. It was humiliating to him, the way they dragged him back towards their hideout, not even caring if he bumped his head on the ground. 
 
    They were celebrating already, unable to wait to tell Arliss the big news. Barnaby stewed and bided his time, unable to wait to get loose. 
 
    However, as they approached the building, the goons noticed that some sort of ruckus was going on, which overjoyed Barnaby. There were loud thumps coming up from the basement, and a couple of guys had been tossed out into the yard. 
 
    “What’s going on?” The guards asked, rushing over there. 
 
    At that moment, Barnaby burst through his bonds, kicked out at the guards and knocked them out before he bounded into the backyard and rushed towards the basement. He booted several thugs as he came down, and joined Garrison, Piper, and Edwin. 
 
    “Well, at least I haven’t missed all of the fun.” Barnaby grinned. “How’re you doing, pretty lady? I’m sorry I ran out on you. Did you miss me?” He asked her. 
 
    “I missed all of you.” Piper laughed a moment, feeling overwhelmed as she hugged Barnaby. 
 
    Barnaby gasped, surprised as he hugged her, too, feeling warm in her embrace, though she was cold and wet. Edwin and Garrison gaped at each other, meanwhile, wondering what was going on here. 
 
    On the other side, Lloyd noticed that they were all here with Piper safe in the midst of the group. He then channeled a final blast of shadows straight at Arliss, slamming her back. That gave him enough of a distraction and a gap that he could create a portal for everyone. 
 
    “Let’s go!” He shouted at them. 
 
    With Edwin hustling them along, even picking up and carrying Piper when she couldn’t move as fast, the others rushed toward the portal. Barnaby kicked out at any other assailants coming after them.  
 
    They all disappeared through the portal, leaving behind Arliss and her gang, moaning and groaning amongst each other. 
 
    A second later, another portal formed, and Gareth and Kenda stepped through, taking a look about the basement.  
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Gareth yelled, cursing even more as Kenda shook her head. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Twelve: 
 
    West 
 
      
 
    In the western forest, far away from any city or town, a pair of feet padded as soundlessly as they could through the grass. The stillness echoed all around with not a sound to be heard, except by the most discerning ear. 
 
    West had been living here for several years now. When he was young, he had a family, and couldn’t stand the noise they made.  
 
    They were so loud that they disturbed him everyday and hurt his ears. But then he realized that they weren’t any louder than any of the other people in the town where he lived.  
 
    In fact, the people there were actually far quieter than others. They had been trying their best to help him and shelter his ears, but it just wasn’t enough. 
 
    The city would be far worse, he knew, where strangers wouldn’t know about the pain he felt at times. He couldn’t stand living close to other people, when their sounds hurt him, even if they didn’t mean to harm him.  
 
    So he decided the best thing for him to do was to leave and run away into the forest, where the silence might comfort him. He’d grown up close to the woods and often ventured out sometimes, to get away from the others, and learned how to fish, hunt, and camp when he was just a boy. 
 
    So he went farther and deeper into the forest, far away from most human habitation. There he found the peace that he craved and settled into his new lifestyle. Occasionally he’d cross paths with hunters, fishers, campers, trappers and woodsmen, but these were generally quiet, solitary people. 
 
    He might be able to stand spending a few hours with them in exchange for some companionship and aid, but usually he moved on after a while. He found an abandoned cabin no one claimed, and he fixed it up into a home for himself. But most of the time he spent out wandering the woods beyond. 
 
    West was on patrol once more, tracking and hunting some deer, with a crossbow at the ready. He also had some fishing gear tucked into his pack, just in case he missed his quarry or couldn’t find any deer. 
 
    However, he was skilled enough to locate them and his ears helped him out tremendously. He could feel them moving a short distance away, padding along as well. 
 
    He crept through the woods, crouching a little. He was tall if he stood up straight, but usually he was hunched over, trying to hide himself, or shelter behind some barrier, covering up and protecting his ears. 
 
    His hazel eyes peered around while his mossy green hair blended in well with the vegetation. He always tried to keep a low profile and guard himself against any sort of threat. 
 
    Right now, though, he felt comfortable and safe enough, certain that it’d be a good day. He might even eat well tonight.  
 
    He hummed softly to himself a song he hadn’t heard in a long while. But he vaguely remembered it as a lullaby his mother used to sing to him, before his hearing became too strong for him to bear even that. 
 
    He tried to recall the exact words, if there were any words at all, when suddenly a loud thrum echoed through the air. West winced and stepped back a moment, startled as he felt something building up strength a short distance away. 
 
    He quickly retreated as far away as he possibly could get from the noise, certain that whatever was causing it wasn’t anything good. He managed to get under some cover, hiding himself as best he could, when a person suddenly crashed through the noise, causing an odd vibration. 
 
    And then another and another, all of them tumbling out and landing on the ground with loud bangs and a lot of thumping. West cringed and shook his head, wanting them to get away from him. 
 
    But instead they were all breathing heavily, panting, and laughing amongst each other as they got up and took a look around. He couldn’t see them, but he could hear them almost as clearly as if they were standing right in front of him. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Lloyd gasped and shook his head. “That was a success. We did it. Piper, you all right?” He turned to her. 
 
    Edwin had cushioned her fall when they tumbled out of the portal together and now he set her down on the ground, gently and almost reluctantly. She nodded, though she was a bit wobbly on her feet, bruised all over, and shivering wet.  
 
    “I’m fine enough, considering. Thanks for everything.” Piper said. 
 
    “Of course. Hold on a moment.” Lloyd summoned a blast of wind and dried her off as best he could with the breeze, while Edwin held her steady. “Feeling better?” Lloyd asked. 
 
    “Loads better.” Piper smiled at him. 
 
    Lloyd cleared his throat and looked away, feeling like he was blushing at Piper’s smile. He wanted to keep her happy and healthy after all she’d suffered because of him and the seven pieces.  
 
    He was angry at Arliss and her gang for mistreating Piper like this, but at least they were far away from that woman now. Hopefully they’d stay safe and one step ahead of any more trouble from the mages or others. 
 
    Edwin let go of Piper after a moment, when she could stand on her own two feet. But he felt like holding onto her for longer. 
 
    “Why haven’t you fainted again, Lloyd?” Garrison asked, glancing at the mage as he put his glasses back on. “Usually after such a fight and a long-range portal, you’re out like a light.” 
 
    “I guess I’m getting a little stronger and more used to wielding magic again.” Lloyd cleared his throat. “I was a little out of practice when I was exiled to the desert.” 
 
    Barnaby looked around. “This definitely isn’t Crawlfin. This isn’t anywhere near Crawlfin. Lloyd, where have you taken us?” 
 
    “I think it’s somewhere in the west woods, near Medalchat. Please say that it isn’t Medalchat.” Edwin said, turning to Lloyd. 
 
    “Medalchat? But that’s hundreds of miles away from Crawlfin. That’s on the other side of the country.” Barnaby gasped at that. “Your portal took us that far away?” 
 
    “No, it’s not Medalchat, and yes, it definitely isn’t Crawlfin. But it’s close to Medalchat, give or take a couple hundred miles.” Lloyd said. 
 
    Barnaby groaned to himself, certain that he wasn’t getting out of this now, much as he wished to go back home. Apparently he was stuck with this group for the duration, unless he could find a way to escape from them. 
 
    “Are we looking for the ears around here?” Garrison asked, turning to Lloyd. 
 
    “You’re right about that. He’s a hunter.” Lloyd said, glancing around. “I think he’s that way, but it’s hard—no, wait.” Lloyd spun about, peering. “He moved. I think he heard me talk about him.” 
 
    “What? He’s listening in on us?” Piper asked, glancing around. 
 
    “He’s the ears. Of course he’s listening. How far away is he?” Edwin asked, joining Lloyd along with Piper. 
 
    “A few miles. His ears are like my eyes, I think. He can hear as well as I can see, which is complicated, because he knows that I’m after him while I’m trying to find him.” Lloyd shook his head as he tried to locate the ears again. “And I lost track of him. He’s going to be tougher to find than Barnaby was, I think.” 
 
    “What? I gave you some trouble?” Barnaby smiled at him. “Glad to know I wasn’t the easiest person to track down.” 
 
    “We could definitely use the legs in this situation, though.” Garrison said, walking up to them. “He might be able to hear us coming, but maybe he can’t outrun or outmaneuver the legs.” 
 
    “Is that a challenge? All right, fine then. I accept. Just point me in the direction of the ears, and I’ll find him for you.” Barnaby said. 
 
    Lloyd indicated the direction he last spotted the ears, and Barnaby took off, sprinting into the forest. Piper shook her head, not certain if this was the right way to go in recruiting the ears, but she didn’t feel like commenting about it now. 
 
    She was sore and tired, but glad to be back with the others. They were all safe and together again, possibly with a new member joining their group soon. They would all be united, all seven pieces together in a little while. She was certain of that much at least. 
 
    “We just wait for him?” Piper asked instead. 
 
    “Nothing much else to do.” Edwin said, settling down. “Let’s see how fast the legs can run and if he catches the ears. I’d like to see him try.” Edwin scoffed. 
 
    “You doubt he can do it?” Garrison said, turning to Edwin. 
 
    “This literally is my neck of the woods.” Edwin said, crossing his arms. “I know the area and terrain pretty well, and I doubt he’ll have much success. Plus, I just want to see him fail and know how hard it was for us to catch him.” 
 
    “Admittedly that might take him down a peg or two.” Lloyd said. 
 
    Piper shook her head. “I can’t believe you lot, wanting to see Barnaby fail. He’s one of us, you know that, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but he gave us a lot of trouble.” Lloyd said. 
 
    Piper sighed and walked off while Garrison followed after her. Lloyd and Edwin glanced at each other and shrugged as they waited for Barnaby to return. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, West had been listening to them, wondering what they were doing here and where they came from. He strained his ears a little to hear them when they were so far away, and he was afraid to get closer to them. He hadn’t heard so many people talking so loudly in one place since he left his home. 
 
    The animals fled away from them, which West half wished he could do as well, but he lingered just a minute longer to hear them. He put away his crossbow into his pack, knowing that he wouldn’t be hunting now. 
 
      Human voices were different from other sounds, and despite how painful it sometimes was for him, his ears longed to hear them. They were so noisy and full of life, not caring about disturbing other things as they talked amongst each other.  
 
    They were full of concern, whimsy, and happiness for each other as they spoke, communicating their feelings to each other, even if they were trying to hide them. Maybe he’d missed such emotion and care, such companionship for all these years. 
 
    Despite the small, few hours he spent with strangers in these woods, he hadn’t known any friendship or relationship, such feelings for others, as these people shared amongst each other. Perhaps he was lonelier than he suspected himself to be.  
 
    He listened to their accents and tones, the pitches and tune of their voices, getting a feeling for them, who they were, and where they came from. Suddenly they mentioned him, or what sounded like him, when they called him the ears. 
 
    Were they looking for him? Suddenly, despite his yearning to be with them, his instinct was to run and he chose that option, taking off before he had much of a chance to think. 
 
    Why were they looking for him? Why would they be interested in him? How did they learn about him and his ears? 
 
    He kept mostly to himself and was a private individual. He certainly didn’t tell people he met about his sensitive ears or advertise his presence. How could these strangers have possibly found out about him, and came so close to him? 
 
    No matter what, he didn’t want to be caught or have them find him. He was certain nothing good would be in store, if they might harm him with their loud ways. 
 
    But at the same time, these people weren’t his enemy, were they? They seemed nice enough from what little he was able to perceive about them. Why should he be afraid they might harm him if they might help him instead? 
 
    No, he wasn’t certain about them. Maybe he should wait and see what they do, if they might pursue him or not.  
 
    He heard crashing and thrashing through the trees and woods behind him. He realized that one of them was coming after him. 
 
    He sprinted as fast as he could, taking care to dodge and outmaneuver his pursuit. Whoever they were, they were fast, almost faster than him. But at the same time, they were moving across uneven terrain and they didn’t have the same experience with these woods as he did. 
 
    He knew their movements before they made them, hearing them coming from miles away. He took care to sidestep and evade them as best he could. In a short while, he had outpaced them and they were slowing down, exhausted. 
 
    He heard a lot of cursing and recognized the person who had been chasing him from the litany of voices he’d heard earlier. This man certainly was formidable, but he also was quite unhappy about being here, and wished he could be elsewhere. 
 
    West had a funny feeling that he might agree with the man soon enough. Maybe neither one of them belonged in these woods. Maybe neither one of them should be alone like this in the midst of this wilderness. 
 
    West took cover again, waiting for the other man to pursue him once more. But instead he turned around and walked off back towards the others. West was actually disappointed, wondering why the man gave up so easily. 
 
    He sometimes would chase a deer for hours, hoping to catch something to eat. Perhaps the man wasn’t as motivated as he thought he was. 
 
    West was more used to being the hunter, not the prey, so this was a different experience for him. He should be afraid, in case they might harm him, but at the same time, he almost wanted them to catch him. 
 
    It was an odd feeling, to say the least, but this was certainly an odd day. West decided to head back a little ways, just to get close enough so that he might hear what they might do next in their pursuit of him. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    “Damn woods! Damn, damn woods!” Barnaby shouted, coming back into the clearing where Lloyd and Edwin were waiting. 
 
    “What happened?” Edwin asked, half smiling. 
 
    “I can’t get anywhere, running around in this mess! I’m much faster in the city, where I can run across even, flat terrain with the streets laid out for me. I’m no good dodging and swerving around these trees. I get tripped up by every bush or log in my path. It’s slowing me down. I’m not going to be able to catch up to the ears like this, not when he can hear me coming from miles away. Literally so, in his case.” Barnaby said. 
 
    Lloyd glanced around. “He followed you back. I think he’s listening to us.” 
 
    “What?” Barnaby said, turning around, trying to spy the ears, wherever he was. “Is he toying with us?” 
 
    “I think he might be entertained.” Edwin said, laughing. 
 
    Lloyd got up, frowning. “This isn’t working, but maybe…” He created a portal and stepped through it. 
 
    “Hey, Lloyd! Don’t leave me here!” Barnaby cried, rushing toward the portal before it winked out. 
 
    “Where’d he go?” Edwin asked, confused. 
 
    “He’s supposed to take me back to Crawlfin! I’m not supposed to be here!” Barnaby yelled. 
 
    “What do you mean, take you back?” Edwin frowned, standing up. “Aren’t you part of this group?” 
 
    “I’m not supposed to be one of the seven pieces!” Barnaby exclaimed. 
 
    Lloyd suddenly returned through another portal, shaking his head as the others looked up at him.  
 
    “It didn’t work. He must’ve heard me arriving, and left before I could reach him. I tried to create another portal to catch up with him, but he outmaneuvered that as well. Every time, he knows that we’re coming after him.” Lloyd said. 
 
    “Barnaby wants to leave and go back to Crawlfin.” Edwin said. 
 
    “Traitor.” Barnaby muttered. 
 
    “You’re the traitor here.” Edwin told him. 
 
    “What? Barnaby, I thought you were with us!” Lloyd said. 
 
    “No one wants to be here, not really.” Barnaby said, confronting Lloyd. “We’re all trapped in these shenanigans. Who wants to be one of the seven pieces? Why are we the seven pieces? Can’t we get someone else to take on these roles? Why do the mages have to chase us down?” 
 
    “I know we don’t have any choice here. I don’t have any choice here. But it’s something I’ve come to accept! Why can’t you learn to live with it?” Lloyd asked, facing Barnaby. 
 
    “Live with it? I’m going to die because of this. Can’t you get it through your head? I don’t want to die this way.” Barnaby said. 
 
    “We’re not going to die, Barnaby.” Edwin said, confronting him. “We’ll survive, all of us, if we stick together. We need you, okay? Just like you need us now.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be caught up in this. I don’t want to be here. I want to go home.” Barnaby groaned, shaking his head. 
 
    Lloyd sighed. “We’ll take you home when it’s all over, okay? Just trust us, please? Try sticking with us just a little while longer? I promise it’ll be better someday if we try to make it work.” 
 
    Barnaby stared at him and Edwin before he slowly nodded. “Okay, fine, I’ll give it a go. I don’t have any choice in the matter. I promise to make it work, too, just so I can see my home again.” 
 
    The other two agreed and wandered off to the side, a little nervous and tense with each other. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Thirteen: 
 
    Listening 
 
      
 
    At the same time, Piper and Garrison wandered off on their own as Piper fumed, shaking her head. They were supposed to be a group, they were supposed to stick together, but how was that going to work out if they kept trying to sabotage one another? 
 
    The men were always fighting and she tried to patch things up, but it wasn’t working. She sighed and sat down on a rock as Garrison sat down next to her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Garrison asked, staring at her. 
 
    Piper turned to him, annoyed. “Is everyone jealous of each other?” 
 
    “No. Why would you say that?” Garrison asked, nervous. 
 
    Piper grimaced. “It’s true then. All this tension and squabbling, we’re not going to get anything done if we keep harping on each other like this.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind then? How can we calm things down and maintain some peace in this group?” Garrison asked. 
 
    Piper frowned, thinking. “I had a lot of time to contemplate things, down in the well.” She remarked, staring off in the distance. “I missed all of you. I thought you were all dead when that building collapsed on us.” 
 
    Garrison shook his head. “We were fine though. We survived that. We worried most of all about you then. We came together as a team, after all, to rescue you just now from Arliss and her gang.” 
 
    “That’s it, then. You came together, you put aside your differences, all because of me. You care about me, don’t you? All of you together, and I…care about all of you, too.” Piper said. 
 
    Garrison gaped at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I think we stick together as a group, as partners, as a team, as…family, because we love each other. I love all of you and you all love me, too. Isn’t that true? Isn’t that how this works out?” 
 
    “No. I mean yes. I mean, I don’t know.” Garrison glanced away from her. “It seems like an awful lot to ask of a person, of you, to share such a family, and we’re caught up in this, too. I don’t know how the others will react to it.” 
 
    “Are you open to it, Garrison?” Piper asked, turning to him. “If we’re together like this?” 
 
    Garrison hesitated and then slowly nodded. “Yes, I think so, if it keeps the group intact, if we’re together, and if I get just a moment of your time…I might be willing and able to live with it.” 
 
    “Good.” Piper kissed him, longingly and sweetly before she sighed, their lips parting from each other. “Now I’ve got to convince the others to take this step, too.” She said, getting up and leaving him alone for a minute. 
 
    Garrison sat there, stunned and surprised by what just happened, and what they were getting themselves in for, if this group was going to be in love and maybe married to each other. He flushed and pushed his glasses up, steeling himself before he got up and followed after Piper. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    West listened to all of this, from Piper and Garrison to Lloyd, Barnaby, and the other man whose name West hadn’t heard yet. He had been distracted for a little while when Lloyd had created his portals and came after him. 
 
    West had steered clear of these portals whenever he heard them appearing, escaping before Lloyd had found him. The mage gave up on the chase soon enough, which actually annoyed West a little when he acted just like Barnaby, surrendering too easily. 
 
    West learned a little about the team’s dynamic, hearing all of them talking and the emotional undertones behind their words. It confused him, to say the least, to heed all of this and wonder why they were together, what had brought them out here like this.  
 
    The seven pieces and the mages seemed to be the issue that concerned and drove them, but what did it all mean? Was he supposed to be part of this group? Was that why they had come out here, looking for him, because they thought he was one of them? 
 
    He knew a couple of them had some special abilities, with Barnaby the legs that ran after him and Lloyd the eyes that spotted him from afar. Did they want him because of his ears, because he could hear very well? 
 
    West contemplated all of this and wondered what he should do, if he should join them or hear what they have to say to convince him to join their group. It sounded dangerous and life-threatening from the way Barnaby acted, wanting to leave them. 
 
    But at the same time, the others were convinced or near convinced that they had to be together. They were willing to risk everything on this endeavor. Even Piper was willing to bend and accept these new relationships, to welcome them as part of her family. 
 
    Would West be part of this as well? He didn’t know if he was strong enough to accept this group, to tolerate being around them for long, maybe forever, if these were the types of bonds that would last a lifetime between them. 
 
    For one thing, his ears were so sensitive right now that he couldn’t stand being within a few feet of the noisy bunch. For another, he wasn’t certain if he was equipped to handle all of these new relationships, to stand being around people for very long when he felt awkward and shy around them. 
 
    He didn’t even know if he could talk anymore. He hadn’t heard the sound of his own voice in so long, for even his own voice hurt his ears. How could he be with people, how would he act around them, when he was so isolated from the world? 
 
    West knew his limitations, and he knew the forest was his home, the only home he had left. How could he become part of this group, leave all of that solitude behind, and go out into the large, crowded, noisy world?  
 
    It was hopeless for him. He leaned against a tree trunk, all alone in the world, and listened as the others met again. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Piper and Garrison walked back into the clearing where Lloyd, Edwin, and Barnaby were gathered. The trio turned their heads and stared as the duo entered, half wondering what they’d been up to while they were gone, and apart from the others. 
 
    Garrison blushed slightly, unable to conceal anything, and certain he wouldn’t hear the end of this soon from the others. But Piper grimly beheld the others and considered the status of the troupe standing before her.  
 
    Edwin might’ve compared her to a staff sergeant then if he was in the mood for a glare from her. As it was, Edwin found himself being studied by her, as were the others, while she contemplated some problem. 
 
    “How’s it going with the ears?” She asked, looking around at them. 
 
    Lloyd shook his head. “No luck, unfortunately. Barnaby and I both tried, but we couldn’t get near him.” 
 
    “He’s too sharp. He outpaced both of us, and stayed ahead.” Barnaby said. 
 
    Piper nodded and turned to Edwin. “What’s your opinion on the matter?” She asked. 
 
    Edwin shrugged. “He’s cunning, yes, and his perception is extraordinary. He knows we’re coming after him and he doesn’t want to be caught.” 
 
    “Should we be writing this stuff down?” Garrison asked, holding up a pen and a scrap of paper. “So that he can’t overhear us, while we’re planning this out?” 
 
    “He’s still listening.” Piper groaned and shook her head as she realized something important. “Guys, he’s still listening to us.” She told them before she turned to Lloyd. “Lloyd, is he still here? Can you see him nearby?” 
 
    Lloyd glanced around and nodded. “Yes, I can see him nearby, a mile or so away. He’s leaning against a tree. I’m sure he hears and knows what we’re doing.” 
 
    “Which direction?” Piper asked.  
 
    Lloyd pointed the way and Piper turned around, facing the forest. “Hello there!” She called. “My name’s Piper. This is Lloyd, Edwin, Barnaby and Garrison. We’re members of the seven pieces, and we think you might be one of us.” 
 
    “What’re you doing?” Barnaby asked, staring at her as Piper continued talking to the ears, telling him about Sonya and Cawley. 
 
    “She’s doing the same thing she did when we couldn’t catch you, Barnaby. She’s talking to him.” Edwin said. 
 
    Garrison groaned. “He’s still listening to us. He hasn’t run away completely yet. He still keeps his distance, though, not wanting to talk to us.” 
 
    “Why should he keep his distance from us? Unless…” Lloyd frowned. “His ears. He can’t control them, can he?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Barnaby asked. 
 
    “When I was young, my eyes could see everything for miles around, and it upset me at times because my perceptions were so overwhelming.” Lloyd said, turning to Barnaby and the others. “I couldn’t stand looking at anything. I shut everything out as best I could, until I learned how to control my power and abilities, with help and guidance from my parents and then the mages. I figured out how to focus on things close at hand, or far away, so that I could manage it comfortably enough.” 
 
    “Yes, I had a hard time, too, learning how to manage and control my own strength so that I wouldn’t crush or break things.” Edwin said, flexing his arms. 
 
    “And I sometimes ran so fast that I plowed into walls.” Barnaby shook his head. “What’s your point? You think the ears has the same problems? He can hear everything, and he can’t control it?” 
 
     “Noise, loud noises of any sort, he can’t stand them for long.” Lloyd said. “They hurt his ears. What sounds normal and natural to us, like this conversation, might echo too loudly in his ears if he was standing right here next to us. Sounds that might be imperceptible to us, he can hear quite clearly, and they sound perfectly fine to him. Quiet and solitude is probably what he prefers.” 
 
    Meanwhile, Piper was singing, “‘Once a man conquered the world, and the world divided him into seven pieces. Seven pieces, scattered all around…’” 
 
    “She does have a good singing voice.” Barnaby remarked, listening to her. 
 
    Garrison gasped. “That must be it. He can’t stand being around us, but he still wants to be near us. He still wants to listen to us, and hear what we have to say. Maybe he might be interested in joining us after all, if he can manage it.” 
 
    “We’ll have to convince him then.” Edwin nodded. “I think Piper might be the one to do it, then, since she’s the voice.” 
 
    The others nodded and grew silent as Piper ended her recital and she continued talking about them, their abilities, and the journey they’d undertaken so far. 
 
    “What I’m trying to say to you, if you can hear me, is that no matter what you’ve been through or what you’ve suffered because of your ears, we’re here for you. We want you to be a part of our group. Because…” Piper paused and shook her head, not certain what to say just then. 
 
    Instead, she started singing, “‘The wind is high, and I’m calling out to you. My heart is pounding like the beating of the drums, and I’m calling out to you. I know that we’ll never meet again, not like this, not the way we were before. But I’m still calling out to you, through fire and flame, through rain and snow. Though the mountains might be high, and the valley stretches out between us, still I’m calling out to you. I want you to hear me wherever we go. I want you to see me wherever we go. I want you to touch me again. I want you to run and be by my side always…’” 
 
    Piper cut off at the end, almost but not quite finishing the song, as she couldn’t remember the final lyrics that Sonya and Cawley sang to each other. Meanwhile, the others gaped at her, listening to the ballad. 
 
    “She didn’t sing all of that before, did she?” Lloyd asked, glancing around at the others. 
 
    “You missed a previous performance when you fainted after the jailhouse.” Garrison told Lloyd. “But she didn’t sing those last few lines before, just up until the rain and snow part.” 
 
    “Is there more to it?” Barnaby asked, confused. 
 
    “I think so, but it won’t be completed, not unless all of us are here.” Edwin said, staring at Piper for a moment. 
 
    “Won’t you please join us?” Piper asked the ears as the others waited. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    A mile or so away, West had been listening to all of this, to the stories that Piper told, to the songs that she performed, and he couldn’t help thinking and feeling that maybe it was possible. Maybe he could actually do this. Maybe he could be one of the seven pieces. 
 
    There were moments he remembered hearing sounds that didn’t exist, voices from long ago places and times he’d never known. There were dreams of loud, harsh, discordant battles that jarred his ears, and softer times when he heard distant music on the breeze. 
 
    Maybe those were memories of Sonya and Cawley’s lives, what they heard in the past. But how could he possibly go and face the other seven pieces in his condition? West opened up his pack and scrounged around in there, searching as an idea came to him. 
 
    He came across some tufts of cotton, which he kept to dab at any wounds he might have, and stuffed them in his ears as best he could, gently enough not to hurt himself. He then got out some rags and some earmuffs he kept for the winter. 
 
    He covered his ears with the rags, held in place by the earmuffs, all of which muffled the sounds just enough that he might be able to do this. He got up, put his pack back on, and then set off, walking through the forest towards the others waiting for him in the clearing. 
 
    He was nervous as he wondered what was going to happen, meeting these strangers, yet his friends, face to face for the first time. He’d gotten to know them so well, listening to them, that he forgot to wonder what they might look like. 
 
    He reached the clearing in a little while, and there they all were, standing facing him, Piper and the others. They were silent for a moment, staring at him, while he hunched his shoulders a little more, nervous as he wondered what he looked like to them, if he was too uncouth and crude to them. 
 
    Maybe he shouldn’t have worn the earmuffs, if that appeared odd, but it was the only way he could go through with this. Suddenly the man with white hair stepped forward, and started muttering something. 
 
    Even then, with all the layers of covering he’d put over his ears, it was too loud for West to hear and bear comfortably. He shied away a moment, wincing, and suddenly dark clouds started to form, surrounding him and muffling his ears. 
 
    “Is that better?” The white-haired man suddenly said, and West recognized by his voice that this must be Lloyd. 
 
    He could hear Lloyd quite well without any discomfort, and they were so close together. West straightened up, surprised, and the cloud wreathing his head moved with him, still dampening the noise to a tolerable level.  
 
    He smiled a moment and nodded while the others surrounding him murmured amongst themselves. This time he couldn’t hear them clearly like he usually could. Was this what other people heard in normal situations, when their ears weren’t as sensitive as his was? 
 
    “Thanks, Lloyd.” West managed to say, a little haltingly, and then pointed to himself. “I’m West. Not the ears.” He said. 
 
    Lloyd and the others were shocked as the blond-haired man asked, “How’d he know who you were?” 
 
    “Simple, Garrison.” West said, turning to him. “Voice.” He said. 
 
    “You recognized us by our voices?” The black-haired man asked. 
 
    “Right, Barnaby.” West nodded. 
 
    The blue-haired man, Edwin then, shook his head. “This is the strangest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    West laughed at that, while Piper smiled at him. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, West.” She said, holding out her hand to him. 
 
    West nodded and shook her hand, the first time he’d touched anyone in a long while. “Pleasure mine, Piper.” He said, hoping he wasn’t stumbling over the words. 
 
    “Right, then, looks like we’re coming together.” Lloyd said, glancing away for a moment when he felt a little overwhelmed.  
 
    After all of these years apart, they were almost all completely united. It was like a legend coming to life. They were just missing the seventh member of their group, the heart. Then they would be able to take on the world and the mages together. 
 
    “So, it’s getting kind of late. Is there anywhere we can camp out, West?” Lloyd asked the other man. 
 
    West reluctantly let go of Piper and turned to Lloyd. “Cabin. My place. Follow me.” He said, trudging off. 
 
    The others followed after him in a moment, deeper into the woods. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Fourteen: 
 
    West’s Cabin 
 
      
 
    West’s cabin was located a few miles away, concealed in a grove with some space cleared around it. West led them straight there, pointing out where the well, outhouse, and sheds were placed before he showed them inside. 
 
    It was a two-room affair, with the front room as the main living quarters and the back room was mostly a bedroom. The space was cluttered with all the knick-knacks and junk West had acquired, some pelts and carved trinkets that he might trade for supplies, clothes cast off and lumped together in a pile, and weapons hung around that he might use for hunting, fishing, carving, and defense. 
 
    West put away his crossbow and fishing gear while Piper marveled over his knives. “Could I borrow these?” She asked West. 
 
    He nodded, and while she picked out a couple, Barnaby messed around with a cord that could be used as a whip or lasso. “This place seems nice, albeit a little out of the way, and you need to tidy it up some more.” Barnaby said. 
 
    West shrugged while Lloyd and Garrison stepped outside a moment. “What’d you want to see me about?” Lloyd asked Garrison. 
 
    Garrison cleared his throat and said, “I’ve been thinking, Lloyd, could you teach me how to create a portal?” 
 
    “Really? You want to learn that?” Lloyd asked. 
 
    Garrison nodded. “It’s just that you’re the only one who knows how, and if something happens to you, then we’ve lost an escape route. I think it’s possible with the way Piper’s able to handle water magic, and Edwin held that magic shield for you, that we might be able to learn how to wield magic as well, just like you. I’d like to try, and see if I can do it.” 
 
    Lloyd smiled. “All right then, I’ll be glad to help you.” 
 
    Lloyd and Garrison then started practicing with Lloyd lecturing him on the hand maneuvers, and how to concentrate to reach the magical flow. Garrison attempted it several times with little to no success, but he kept going and trying, knowing how important it might be to himself and the others. 
 
    Meanwhile, Edwin walked out to the well to grab a drink, feeling thirsty after everything they’d been through today. They’d hardly gotten any sleep last night when Piper had been snatched, and Edwin had been up at the crack of dawn, patrolling around Arliss’s neighborhood. 
 
    A lot had happened and he was tired, looking forward to a nap or a long rest. He hoped they might find some peace and quiet here at West’s cabin, if only for a little while.  
 
    It was certainly a solitary place, where West had settled, out of the way from everything. He wondered what it might be like, living out here in the woods for the rest of his life.  
 
    His family’s estate, Medalchat, wasn’t far away from here, a couple hundred miles, on the edge of the western forest. He loved the forest whenever he went camping as a kid, but he never got enough opportunities to go out into the woods, especially when his father wanted him to study and train to be a knight. 
 
    Maybe he might actually live out here in the woods now, with Piper and the others. He grimaced and shook his head, thinking for a moment that it was just a fantasy, and he couldn’t ask Piper to take part in it. 
 
    He might’ve hoped for a moment, not long ago, that they might all be together, but he knew it was too much for them to bear. They couldn’t ask Piper to be part of the group like that, and he didn’t know if they could share such love so freely. 
 
    But Edwin would’ve been willing to try, if it meant he had more time to spend with Piper, too. The way he held her and carried her off when they rescued her from Arliss and her gang, he wished that he could hold onto her for the rest of the time, too. 
 
    Suddenly he heard footsteps and looked up, surprised to find that Piper was coming his way, as if his dreams had summoned her to him. Edwin glanced away and busied himself for a moment, thinking it might serve as enough of a distraction for him to cast her out of his thoughts. 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” He asked, trying to appear nonchalant. 
 
    “Getting some water. West and Barnaby are playing around with the weapons.” She shook her head. “I think those two are going to get along, which is a bit of a surprise.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” Edwin asked, fetching another pail of water for himself and Piper. 
 
    “Barnaby’s so talkative and chatty, as smooth as he can be, while West stumbles over his words and barely speaks more than a few syllables at a time. Thanks.” Piper said as Edwin handed over the pail of water and ladle to Piper. “But I think they play off of each other as well. West could use Barnaby’s voice, and Barnaby could definitely use West’s ears.” Piper took a sip of water from the ladle, and passed it back to Edwin. 
 
    Edwin laughed at that and shook his head. “I hadn’t thought of that, but yes, those two might be good for each other. If West isn’t led astray by Barnaby.” Edwin accepted the ladle from Piper, and filled it up for himself from the pail. 
 
    “I think West’s pretty solid enough. He won’t be unduly influenced.” Piper said, glancing away. “Listen, Edwin, Garrison and I have been talking about the group and my place in it. I think I’m willing to be involved with everyone.” 
 
    Edwin nearly choked on his water as he took a sip, coughing it up. “Are you sure you want to do that?” He asked, glancing at her as he put the ladle aside. 
 
    “I think so.” Piper nodded. “We love each other, don’t we? Like Sonya and Cawley did? I think it wouldn’t be fair to everyone if we bottled up those feelings inside, especially if we start fighting amongst each other because of it.” 
 
    “But we shouldn’t be forced into anything either.” Edwin said, glancing away. “You’re up for it?” 
 
    “I think so. I can handle this group.” Piper smiled and leaned over to kiss Edwin. 
 
    He wrapped his arms tightly around her, wanting to hold onto her forever, and Piper felt safe and warm in his embrace. They let go of each other after a moment with Edwin staring lovingly at her as she went away with a grin that could light up the world for him. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    West and Barnaby, meanwhile, were dueling with each other for fun as Barnaby had picked up Edwin’s sword and West had grabbed a spear off the wall that he sometimes used for fishing. They clashed their weapons, but not roughly, as they showed off some moves, and Barnaby definitely wasn’t a swordsman. 
 
    Piper stood off to the side in the doorway, and laughed as she saw Barnaby swagger around. He paused a moment, surprised as he realized Piper was there, and then he turned to stare at West. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me she was there?” Barnaby asked West. 
 
    West shrugged and grinned to himself as Piper asked him, “Could you give me a minute alone with Barnaby?” 
 
    West hesitated, and then nodded as he put the spear aside and walked off towards his bedroom, closing the door behind him. Barnaby, meanwhile, put Edwin’s sword down and shrugged, stretching a little. 
 
    “I don’t know why you want some privacy. He’s obviously listening in.” Barnaby said, turning to the closed door. “You’re a big eavesdropper, you know that?” 
 
    They heard a thud as West threw something against the wall, and then Barnaby turned around, staring at Piper. “What’s on your mind, pretty lady?” Barnaby asked. 
 
    “I want to thank you for sticking with us. I’m sorry that we took you away from Crawlfin and your home without your say-so. I know you loved the place that you had there.” Piper said. 
 
    Barnaby sighed. “It was nice and quiet. Nothing disturbed me, my refuge and retreat from the world, just like this cabin is for West. But now I’m a wanted man, the same as all of you, so I might as well throw my lot in with all of you. I’m not going to be alone at least.” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” Piper said, approaching him. 
 
    “What gives?” He asked, curious. 
 
    “I want you to know that I love you, just like I love everyone else in our group.” 
 
    “Love? I thought we weren’t going to be lovers.” Barnaby said, wrapping his arms around her. 
 
    “I know, but I was afraid and I didn’t know how to react to the fact that we were all coming together like this. But I think it can work out between us, if we’re open to it.” 
 
    “Sharing you with the others?” Piper nodded, and Barnaby shook his head. “I hate it, but if it’s the only way to please you and the others, then so be it.” He said. 
 
    Piper and Barnaby came together for a long, passionate kiss, smooching against each other, before Piper broke it off after a minute. “Could you give us a little space?” Piper asked Barnaby. 
 
    Barnaby groaned. “You’re killing me here. But fine, have at it.” 
 
    Barnaby went over, knocked on West’s door, and shouted, “She’s all yours!” Then he left the cabin as Piper stared at him in shock. 
 
    West opened the door after a moment, hesitantly stepping out. “You’re sure?” He asked Piper. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Why does everyone keep asking me that? Yes, I’m fine with it now. I’ve gotten used to the idea. Besides, you’re all nice guys and we were together once, when we were Sonya and Cawley. Why couldn’t it be the same again?” 
 
    West held up a hand and nodded. “I know. But me?” He asked, pointing to himself. 
 
    Piper stared at him and nodded. “Yes, you. You’re a part of this group and I love you, too, West, just like the others. I don’t know what your life’s been like so far, but I know it must’ve been a lonely one when you couldn’t bear to be around others because of your ears. But things will get better for you, I promise, even if it might be dangerous, too. We can make it better for you, if you’ll have us.” 
 
    West slowly nodded, absorbing all of this. “Okay.” He said. 
 
    “Okay?” Piper asked. 
 
    “Okay. Love you, too.” West smiled at her. 
 
    Piper grinned and kissed him sweetly and tenderly before she left the cabin. West watched her go, a bit wistful, as he felt lonely again for a moment. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Outside, Lloyd and Garrison had been forming diminutive portals that vanished after a moment, with Lloyd encouraging Garrison to hold onto them longer and let them grow larger. Then Barnaby stormed out of the cottage and stomped towards the woods, startling Lloyd and Garrison. 
 
    “Where’re you going?” Garrison asked Barnaby. 
 
    “To clear my head!” Barnaby shouted before he vanished. 
 
    “What’s eating him?” Lloyd asked. 
 
    Garrison shrugged, and then a little while later, Piper appeared, stepping out of the cabin. “Lloyd, can I see you alone for a minute?” She asked him. 
 
    Lloyd shrugged and turned to Garrison. “Keep practicing.” He told him. 
 
    “You got it.” Garrison smiled at Piper and Lloyd before they went off together. Garrison sighed after a minute when they were gone. “Well, looks like we’re really coming together.” Garrison remarked, and kept practicing forming a portal to distract himself. 
 
    Meanwhile, Lloyd and Piper went off a short distance away before they paused. “What’s going on? Is something bothering you?” Lloyd asked Piper, concerned. 
 
    Piper stared at Lloyd for a minute. “We’ve known each other a few days now, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, since we met in the middle of that field.” Lloyd shook his head. “Sorry if I scared you then.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay now. You’ve apologized enough since then.” Piper said, pacing a little. “All of this time, you’ve been dedicated to finding the seven pieces and getting us all back together, searching for us and taking us halfway around the world. And I just want to say thank you for everything that you’ve done.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Is that all? I’ve got to get back--” Lloyd started to say. 
 
    Suddenly, Piper leapt forward and kissed him, startling him. “What was that for?” He asked her. 
 
    “I love you. I love the other seven pieces, too. I hope that’s okay for you, if we’re all together like this.” She said. 
 
    He opened and closed his mouth a moment, speechless. “I’m surprised. I never thought—I knew it was a possibility, but I never thought—you really do?” He asked her. 
 
    “Yes, I do. What do you say?” She asked him. 
 
    “I love you, too.” He said, stepping forward as they hugged and kissed one last time. 
 
    Then Lloyd and Piper walked back as Garrison leaned back, attempting to look relaxed. “How’d it go?” Garrison asked. 
 
    “We’re definitely all together.” Piper said, and Garrison laughed at that. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, they swept stuff off of West’s table, dove into his larder and trove to fish out the best food they could find, and prepared a grand banquet of a meal. When most of them hadn’t eaten very well the past couple of days, they were starving and eager to dine and stuff themselves as much as they could. 
 
    Barnaby and Edwin cut up meat and vegetables, Lloyd roasted it, Piper stewed and seasoned some soup, while West collected eggs and milk from some animals he kept, and Garrison fried and flipped a couple of pancakes. They set the table and sat down to eat, talking and laughing amongst each other all the while. 
 
    After the big meal, they said good-night with Piper kissing each one of them and heading off to bed in West’s room. The other fellows made do with blankets, rugs, pelts, and a cot in the front room, not wanting to disturb her or each other in their new accord. 
 
    The guys and Piper laid there in their separate sleeping arrangements, contemplating everything and what it might mean for them to live this way. Most of them were comfortable or getting used to the idea, but there were a few doubts or nagging worries that wouldn’t completely settle. 
 
    Eventually, these thoughts gave way to sleep and they drifted off to dream. The next day, they were sound asleep when West heard a crackling noise he half recognized even in slumber. 
 
    “Fire. Fire!” West roused himself and the other guys. 
 
    Lloyd turned his eyes around until he spotted it. “The blaze is coming this way.” 
 
    Edwin pounded on the bedroom door and threw it open. “Wake up, Piper, fire.” 
 
    “What?” Piper got up, throwing on a coat to cover herself up as she headed out. 
 
    “Which way should we go to get clear of it?” Barnaby said, ready to vamoose as he opened the front door. He snatched up the whip resting on a hook, just in case they needed it. 
 
    “There shouldn’t be any fire, not this time of year. It’s not dry enough.” Garrison examined the situation outside, with smoke clouds gathering overhead. “Something’s up, something’s wrong.” Garrison shook his head, glancing at the spear. He wondered if he should arm himself as he stowed his glasses away, knowing they were in trouble. 
 
    “Wait a moment. Shit, guys, everyone.” Lloyd said, turning to them. “I think it’s mage fire.” Now he was reaching for the crossbow as he was prepared to defend them. 
 
    West glanced around, frowning. “I don’t hear them. But fire might be covering up approach.” He said, grabbing the ax to chop down anything in their way. 
 
    “We’ve got to get clear of here. Lloyd!” Edwin yelled at him, clutching his sword as he half sheltered Piper, who was getting out her knives. 
 
    “I know, just give me a minute.” Lloyd said, attempting to summon up a portal. 
 
    “No time, we need to run.” Barnaby insisted. 
 
    “The wind’s shifting, it’s blowing this way!” Garrison yelped. 
 
    They hurried out of the cabin as the forest fire drifted in their direction. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Fifteen: 
 
    The Mage Battlle 
 
      
 
    Gareth was absolutely livid and flabbergasted when he and Kenda came back from Crawlfin, having found out that the seven pieces had gotten away from them again. Apparently, the bard had been captured by a local water mage, who was guarding her along with her associates, and the other seven pieces came around to rescue the bard. 
 
    They’d gotten involved in a battle and escaped just before Gareth and Kenda arrived. At least the pair got a more substantial description of the bard and a blond-haired member of the group, and that they might’ve been joined by a wanted thief, known as Barnaby, infamous as the fastest runner around Crawlfin. 
 
    It sounded like they were gathering more members, and with five of them together, it was only a matter of time before they got all seven. They had to work to locate Lloyd and the others, but where to start off on that? 
 
    Ramona suggested finding out where Lloyd’s portals showed up and try to track them down through a magical trace, even if it might be difficult to pinpoint. Gareth volunteered for the job as he’d studied Lloyd and his powers the longest.  
 
    While he did that, the others were compiling and configuring all of their notes and information. They were trying to figure out an attack plan and how they’d confront the seven pieces. 
 
    “We know the identities of three of them, Edwin, Barnaby, and Lloyd.” Caradoc said, slapping a few illustrative posters they’d put up with the men’s likenesses. “We know who they are, what their attributes are. The other two, the bard and the blond-haired man, are less well known, but we’ve got a few guesses as to who they might be and what their qualities are. We’ve got a pretty good start then on what and who we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “We should assume that they’re now picking up a sixth person, possibly a man or woman.” Mitsu added, examining the details. “So far Lloyd’s been pretty accurate in finding and arriving next to each of the seven pieces, recruiting them, too. He should be the major target next time to prevent them finding the final member.” 
 
    “If they haven’t already found that final person.” Des shook his head. “They’re moving pretty fast, as a matter of fact, assembling themselves like this. Lloyd must’ve planned his moves out in advance, how he’d go about collecting everybody.” 
 
    “Yes, there does seem to be a pattern.” Ramona said, checking out a map of Septoven. “Lloyd’s been moving in a northernly direction from the desert. First he went to Hammith, and then here, but probably with a stop somewhere in between for the third member.  Maybe in the Blooming Lake District?” She said. 
 
    “That sounds about right.” Mitsu said, taking a look. “Then they went to Crawlfin for Barnaby the fifth member. We should strike out the southern half of the map then, everything south of the Narvarrone River.” 
 
    “That narrows it down a bit. Lloyd wouldn’t go back and forth, especially when it makes more sense to portal across shorter distances.” Des said, checking out the map as well. “We’ve got the Western Forest, the Saddleback Prairie, the Kingsfall Moor and Ironclad Heath. Then there’s the Onvorine Highland, with the Luisitaine Hills, the Ederferd Mountains, and the Torrance Tundra beyond that.” 
 
    “Somewhere in that area, that’s where Lloyd and the others will be.” Ramona said, turning to Gareth. “You’re getting all of this, right?” She asked him. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Gareth said, calibrating his scan and reviewing the results. “I’ve got some possible indications on Lloyd’s location, where his portals are showing up. I need to be certain, though, before we all head over there.” 
 
    The others cheered and celebrated the potential news while Veronica shook her head, watching them. She was excited about the plan, too, and considered her part in it, how she might go about doing it. 
 
    But she was also concerned about what she’d actually do when she confronted one of the seven pieces, the ears according to the stratagem. Would she be able to go through with harming another person, outside of her magistrate duties?  
 
    Most of the time she’d been in Hammith, she investigated low-level magical crimes and prosecuted the culprits with very little trouble in catching them. She’d never actually fought anyone before, face to face, though she’d been trained for the possibility as well. 
 
    Would she be able to fight another person and take them down to destroy the seven pieces? She wasn’t certain if she was ready for that yet, but she might have to face the prospect soon, especially if their lives were at stake. 
 
    “Okay, don’t go getting your hopes up yet!” Caradoc shouted, trying to calm them down. “We need to focus on identifying that magical strain, and then adjust our stratagem accordingly, depending on where we’re heading. Des, you’ll be the first one up, most likely, to drive them out of their hiding place. Think you’re up for it?” 
 
    Des nodded, summoning a fireball. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Kenda, if we’re near a crowded, populated area, be certain to extinguish his flames outside of the targeted spot so that we don’t cause undue damage.” Caradoc said. 
 
    “You’ve got it.” She agreed. 
 
    “We drive them out, we flank them, and then we separate them.” Ramona said. “Gareth takes on Lloyd, Kenda takes on the bard, Caradoc takes on Edwin, and Mitsu takes on Barnaby. That leaves me and Veronica dealing with whoever’s left, while Des continues to cut them off with a fire barrier. Hopefully the brain or the ears might be one of the others.” 
 
    “What if they’re not?” Veronica asked. 
 
    “There’s bound to be at least one of them, depending.” Mitsu said. “The blond-haired man sounds likely to be the brain or heart, as his ears didn’t seem particularly strong according to the description, right?” 
 
    “Yes, that does seem to be the case.” Ramona nodded, turning to Veronica. “We’ll get them.” She told her. 
 
    Veronica hoped it was true, that she was facing a foe she might be equipped to deal with. Yet she also feared what she was going to do in that instant. 
 
    In a short while, Gareth identified an approximate location in the middle of the Western Forest, far away from most human settlements, so they’d be able to attack without much trouble. The next morning before dawn, they moved out with Mitsu creating a portal that materialized a short distance away, then Des set off a forest fire, and they proceeded across the territory. 
 
    Des scorched their surroundings while Kenda created a water barrier that protected them from the flames. Veronica shivered, seeing the woods burn around them, all of the chaos and destruction they were causing just because of the seven pieces. 
 
    Would this be the end of it, or would they just create even more problems? Mitsu’s breeze helped direct the fire’s course, while Gareth sent out his shadows to search for Lloyd and the others. 
 
    “They’re fleeing. They know we’re coming.” Gareth said, turning to the others when his shadows reported back to him. “Mitsu, Des, veer out in different directions. Fan the flames on your side, Mitsu, and create new ones on yours, Des. Kenda, you keep moving forward, and I’ll veer off a little ways. Veronica, you’re going to flank Mitsu, and Caradoc, you’ll flank Des. Ramona, you hang back, and when someone calls, you go assist them. We’ll hopefully meet our opponents or box them in, leastways. Go!” 
 
    They surged off on their trajectories, with Mitsu and Des spreading the fire while the others kept watch for their targets. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    They tried to stick together as much as they were able to, with Lloyd, West, and Garrison calling out directions based on their sight, hearing, and calculations to maneuver through the burning forest. Lloyd still attempted to create a portal whenever he could, but that was difficult to do when they were running, he had to keep an eye out, and he was becoming overwhelmed with the heat and smoke. 
 
    Barnaby raced ahead to scout out the path while Edwin helped usher Piper along. She tried not to inhale too much. 
 
    However, Barnaby was blocked off from the others by a falling tree, and couldn’t get around it, forcing him another way. Then Garrison took a wrong turn when it got too smoky and lost the others.  
 
    Piper stuck by Edwin while West attempted to locate Garrison, and Lloyd tracked Barnaby’s progress through the forest. She feared what might happen to them, split up like this. 
 
    “He’s going too far the wrong way.” Lloyd said, turning to the others. “I’ve got to get Barnaby before he runs into the fire.” 
 
    “All right, be careful.” Piper told him as Lloyd vanished. 
 
    He was able to create a small portal to hop across a short distance to reach Barnaby, but he wouldn’t be able to get them all out until they were together again. Piper hoped they’d be reunited soon. 
 
    West went up to Edwin and shook his head. “Garrison needs help.” West told him. 
 
    “Go get him. We’ll keep going.” Edwin told West. 
 
    West nodded and set off after Garrison while Piper and Edwin trudged along. The flames seemed to be growing even hotter in that direction, so Edwin and Piper veered off another way. 
 
    “We’ll make it out of here, won’t we?” Piper asked Edwin. 
 
    “Certainly we will.” Edwin told her. “Once we find--” 
 
    Suddenly he was knocked over by a stone hurled at him, and Edwin toppled over, barely sheltering Piper from the brunt of his fall. He grunted as he caught himself and Piper crouched next to him. They looked up at a mage coming their way. 
 
    “Go, Piper! Run!” Edwin shouted at her. 
 
    She got up and took off running in another direction without thinking while Edwin shielded her from the mage, facing his foe. Meanwhile, Caradoc wound up another throw, grimacing as he saw his old opponent Sir Edwin, the knight he was supposed to look after until he got away from the jailhouse. 
 
    “You’re not going to escape me this time. No one’s coming to save you!” Caradoc yelled, tossing the boulder at Sir Edwin, who dodged it. 
 
    On the other side, Piper dashed through the smoldering woods, coughing and struggling to breathe. She didn’t have a choice in the matter or wasn’t thinking clearly, but she regretted leaving Edwin and the others behind. 
 
    She wished she could help them. Could she summon her water power again? She hadn’t tried before when they were running for their lives from the flames, but surely there was something she could do if she just tried. 
 
    Suddenly she was washed out by a tidal wave, but not of her own doing, a wave strong enough to crack and knock down weakened trees. The fire was doused to a crisp, but the water kept pouring out as Kenda stepped forward, examining her target lying on the ground and trying to get up from amidst the wreckage. 
 
    “Don’t even bother. You’re coming with me.” Kenda said, ready to call upon a monsoon if necessary. 
 
    Piper strained and managed to create a small bubble. She hoped it’d be enough. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Across the way, Garrison and West slogged through a smoky haze, supporting each other. West had suffered some minor burns, cutting through some brush with his ax to reach Garrison, and Garrison was certain his lungs had been blackened with soot. Garrison used West’s fishing spear as a walking stick. 
 
    “Home gone.” West sadly remarked. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We’ll get you a new home.” Garrison said. “We’ll probably live together in the same house. Or at least on the same lot.” He shook his head. “I don’t know if we’ll all fit under the same roof. We’ll get a couple cabins, at least.” 
 
    West laughed. “Sounds good.” 
 
    As West traipsed across a vine, something snagged him, wrapped around his ankle, and pulled him away before he had time to think. Garrison spun around as he lost his grip on West, being dragged off into the brush. 
 
    “West!” Garrison cried, searching frantically for him, but there was no trace. 
 
    Garrison stumbled around in the darkness, afraid and alone for the first time in days. He thought he heard something and glanced around, confused. 
 
    “West, are you there? Is anyone here?” Garrison asked, but only his voice seemed to echo in the smog. 
 
    He thought he saw one of his friends, but when he went towards them, they vanished instead. Was he just imagining things, or had he really seen something? 
 
    He tried to come up with a plan, to figure his way out of this mess, but all of his thoughts seemed to have scattered and dissipated in this fog. It was like something was playing tricks with his mind, messing with his head. 
 
    Garrison staggered about, doubting everything he saw and heard when they might be illusions, and wondered what he should do. Ramona, meanwhile, advanced towards him, keeping watch. 
 
    “That’s right, come straight to me.” She smiled to herself. 
 
    Meanwhile, West attempted to grab hold of anything to pull himself loose from the vine dragging him along. But his fingers kept slipping off his grasp. 
 
    He reached for his ax to cut the vine instead. But another plant slung out, seized his arm, and wrenched it back, nearly breaking it. 
 
    He screamed, the sound ringing in his ears, and wildly flung himself about to escape. But more vines came forward, surging around him, and they clutched him, squeezing as hard as they could. 
 
    West gasped, suffocating in their stranglehold as the mage Veronica drew near, grimacing as she saw him. It was the ears, she realized from what she read about his appendage, and he must be the sixth or seventh member of the group. 
 
    She couldn’t let him get away. She couldn’t let them escape without trying to stop them, could she? She wondered to herself. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Barnaby rushed through the forest, trying to find a way out, and wondering where the others had gone. Was he the only one left? He yelped as he dodged another collapsing tree, and skirted around it. 
 
    The blaze seemed to be growing even stronger, as if something was fanning it. He wished Lloyd was here. He could really use an extra set of eyes like Lloyd’s right now to know which way to go. 
 
    All of a sudden, the breeze lifted up and blew like a hurricane, knocking Barnaby off of his feet and blowing him away across the forest. Barnaby yelped as he crashed against a tree, groaning to himself as he fell onto the ground. 
 
    Barnaby tried to get up, but then a heavy blast hammered him down and the mage Mitsu strode towards him, unleashing the full force of his wind powers. Barnaby barely managed to lift his head up, glaring at the other guy. 
 
    “Where’re you going? The fun’s just getting started.” Mitsu grinned at him. 
 
    Nearby, Lloyd emerged from a portal, searching for Barnaby, but he stopped in his tracks. Standing across from him, as if he expected him to be here, was none other than Gareth. 
 
    Lloyd frowned to himself. “So you’re involved in this, are you? I should’ve known. Why’re you here?” Lloyd crossed his arms, confronting Gareth. 
 
    Gareth shook his head. “You always were a troublemaker. Always pushing yourself forward, trying to show off to the others. You might’ve had them fooled, but I knew you’d be a problem someday.” 
 
    “You wanted this.” Lloyd said. “You wanted to be the eyes.” 
 
    Gareth gaped at him. “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Admit it, all those years ago, you thought you had a chance of being the eyes, until I showed up. You were jealous of a little kid like me.” Lloyd said, bracing himself as he began to form a shield. 
 
    “That’s not true!” Gareth roared. 
 
    He slammed Lloyd with all the might and muster he could manage. Dozens of shadows flocked and flooded forward against the younger, former mage, forcing him back. 
 
    Lloyd grimaced, realizing the fury he’d riled up against himself when Gareth must’ve held a grudge for all of these years. But at least Gareth wasn’t pursuing the others, though they were probably being stopped and stymied by other mages in Gareth’s group.  
 
    He hoped that they’d be able to get away somehow. He doubted that he’d be able to escape his fate with Gareth so intent against him. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Sixteen: 
 
    The Elements 
 
      
 
    Edwin howled as another boulder crashed against him, nearly crushing him down. It felt like every bone in his body was mashed and bruised, but he wouldn’t surrender. 
 
    He picked up the detritus and hurled it back at Caradoc, who was almost smashed back by it. But Caradoc wasn’t shaken either, for he’d hardened himself like a stone, trying to shield himself from such damage. 
 
    “Give it up, Edwin! You’re not going to last long against me.” Caradoc insisted, creating another rock to hurtle back at him. 
 
    However, Edwin swung and punched through the rock, roaring. He then raced across the space towards Caradoc, unsheathing his sword.  
 
    Caradoc panicked, but concentrated, trying to reinforce the stone that enclosed him. However, with the momentum of his speed and the entire muster that his arms could summon, Edwin plunged his sword as hard as he could through the rock, and stabbed Caradoc’s flesh. 
 
    Caradoc gasped as Edwin’s arm pulled out the sword. Then Caradoc toppled over, bleeding on the ground. 
 
    Edwin wiped his sword and ran off to find Piper and the others, even though it felt like his bones were shattered. He left Caradoc alone, forgetting about him. 
 
    Meanwhile, Piper had been nearly drowned by Kenda slamming wave after wave into her, with rain falling upon her as well. When Kenda was certain Piper had been subdued, she stepped forward to gather her opponent. 
 
    However, Piper hurled a small bubble at Kenda, but it grew bigger as it approached the other woman, consuming all of the water that surrounded it. It swallowed up Kenda as well, and while she struggled to get out, Piper unleashed water knives that slashed and cut through the mage, wounding her. 
 
    “Is that what you like? This is what it felt like to me!” Piper raged, coughing up water. 
 
    “Piper!” She heard Edwin call out for her. 
 
    She turned around, staring at him in the distance before she faced the other mage, floundering inside the bubble. She realized that she shouldn’t let her fear and anger get the best of her when there were others that depended on her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but we’ve got to go.” Piper gasped for breath, leaving Kenda behind as she hurried after Edwin. 
 
    Eventually the bubble would pop, freeing Kenda, but hopefully that wouldn’t happen until they were all safely away from here. Edwin and Piper hugged before they continued on together, stumbling about as they searched for the others.  
 
    Piper shuddered in dread and trepidation, or from the cold, thinking of how easy it was for her to fall back, to act like the others did, and hurt their opponents. She didn’t want to be like the mages. 
 
    At the same time, Garrison was consumed and absorbed with doubt and fear, thoughts and worries flooding his mind. Maybe this was his fault. Maybe he should’ve never left home. Who was he fooling, thinking he could be the brains behind this operation? 
 
    While he was distracted, Ramona snuck up on him and attacked with a more physical spell, this time striking his body instead of his mind. Garrison screamed as he felt his bones being squeezed and ripped apart, tormented and wracked in pain, without any cause that he could see. 
 
    In such a fit of agony, he lashed out with his spear, cutting through the visions and illusions that hemmed in on him. He found his mark, tripping over and piercing Ramona before she knew what was happening. 
 
    She fell over, crying out in pain, while Garrison collapsed and sobbed as the real world returned and his aches vanished. But he was still left with all the grief and anguish he’d suffered. 
 
    What kind of person was he, that such misery could get at him and tear him apart? Garrison wondered to himself. What kind of world was this? 
 
    Piper and Edwin found him rolled up in a ball on the ground while everything else burned up around him. Ramona had passed out from shock and blood loss with the bloody spear lying beside her. 
 
    They managed to get Garrison up onto his feet, though he could barely walk, and dragged him along, an emotional wreck. They left Ramona behind. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Not far away, Veronica faced the ears, being devoured and suffocated by the giant plant she’d created, wondering what she should do and what she had done in this instance. Could she really come away from here with a clear conscience? 
 
    Suddenly she heard, in a small, raspy voice, the man saying, “Help me please.” 
 
    Help me. Oh gods, what was she doing? She was a magistrate, for gods’ sake. 
 
    She shouldn’t be torturing a prisoner like this, no matter what they’d done. What would they think of her, in Hammith and elsewhere? 
 
    What were their crimes? What had any of them done, really, these seven pieces? 
 
    Gareth and the others, even the Seven Wielders council, said they might stir up a rebellion against the mages, but why? What had the mages done to upset them so much? 
 
    They dissolved Cawley, that was it, but could the council and the mages have done more against them? Veronica half wondered if she was on the wrong side now. 
 
    In that moment of hesitation, Veronica lost enough of a grip on her plant magic that West managed to slip loose his hand, wielding his ax. He chopped through the vines, freeing himself, while Veronica staggered back, stunned. 
 
    But she didn’t do anything else to stop him. She just stood there as West broke through the last barrier and he paused, staring at her. 
 
    Then he turned the ax around toward the blunt end and raised it up, waiting as if for permission. She grimaced and nodded, bracing herself. 
 
    He knocked her out unconscious and quickly got away before she fell over, oblivious to the world around her. West soon joined the others, telling them nothing for the moment as they fled. 
 
    Meanwhile, Barnaby attempted to get up, but each time Mitsu kept pressing and pushing him down. The mage blasted away with a tornado’s worth of wind energy, and even tossed him around for fun. 
 
    “There’s nowhere to go. You’re trapped.” Mitsu grinned at him. 
 
    Barnaby grimaced and raised his foot, and suddenly it felt like his toes were touching something. He frowned, testing the pressure, and put even more weight on it, and then his other foot clambered up. 
 
    He managed to push himself up, despite everything pressing him down, and stand on his own two feet. Mitsu gasped as Barnaby straightened himself up, standing on thin air, on the breeze that Mitsu had created. 
 
    “That’s impossible!” Mitsu yelled. 
 
    Barnaby laughed and danced around on a gust. “I’m an air-strider! I’m a wind-walker!” Barnaby chanted. 
 
     Then he marched and jumped forward on the draft to deliver a swift, hard kick to Mitsu, knocking him out. With that, the breeze was gone and Barnaby fell hard onto the ground. 
 
    “Ow. Totally worth it.” Barnaby groaned, flopping down next to Mitsu. 
 
    “Hey, Barnaby!” Edwin’s face appeared, towering over him, along with most of the others. “Quit lying around, and follow us.” 
 
    “Okay.” Barnaby said as West pulled him up and they continued on, leaving Mitsu behind. 
 
    A short distance away, Gareth and Lloyd were locked in battle, a storm of shadows swirling around them. Lloyd attempted to gain the upper hand and push Gareth back, but Gareth had more training and experience as a shadow mage, and he trapped Lloyd in a circle. 
 
    Suddenly Lloyd found himself completely wrapped up and encased in shadows, coursing through him and tearing him apart. He screamed in the smothering darkness that threatened to subsume him. 
 
    While Gareth was distracted, watching Lloyd die and enjoying it, he didn’t notice someone sneaking up behind him until it was too late. Gareth found himself slammed by a wave of water from Piper, which broke his concentration so that the shadows started to dissolve, and then Edwin punched him as hard as he could, breaking the rest of the spell. 
 
    Gareth fell over and Barnaby tied him up with the whip, while Piper and Edwin rushed forward to catch the collapsing Lloyd and check on him. Garrison and West stood to the side for now, watching everything with concern. 
 
    “Wake up, Lloyd.” Piper said, lightly slapping his face in an attempt to revive him. 
 
    She felt like crying, seeing his lifeless form draped in Edwin’s arms, not moving or stirring. She wanted to see him smile at her. 
 
    Edwin shook his head. “I don’t think he’s breathing. He was in the center of that monstrous curse. I doubt it did him any good.” 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here.” Garrison said, staggering back. “I’m going to try to create a portal.” 
 
    “Are you sure you can do that?” Barnaby said, standing up. “I saw how you were struggling yesterday. You couldn’t make a blip!” 
 
    “He’s got to try.” West said, nodding. “Go on, Garrison. Do it.” 
 
    Garrison scowled, wishing everything didn’t rest on him now, when he didn’t feel like he was up to it. Yet he still managed to breathe, inhaling as he called upon every magical reserve he had and then some.  
 
    He tried to remember everything Lloyd taught him in the brief time they had together, practicing this talent yesterday. Concentrate on the space, concentrate on the shape of the portal, show them where it was going, and take them someplace far away where they might be safe. 
 
    Garrison started moving his arms around in circles, swirling and spinning about, and then the portal started to materialize right in front of him. He laughed to himself as it started getting bigger, large enough that they might be able to fit through it. 
 
    “Go! I don’t know how long I can hold this for!” Garrison shouted. 
 
    Edwin carrying Lloyd and Piper rushed through the circle, and then Barnaby quickly followed after them. West turned, urging Garrison to come through as well, and Garrison hesitantly followed after, not certain what was about to happen next. 
 
    He and Lloyd hadn’t gotten to the part of the lesson where the wielder actually stepped through his own portal, and closed it up along with him. Garrison shrieked as he fell through the portal, a more unwieldly, wild, and tortuous ride than anything Lloyd had ever created. 
 
    That was saying something compared to some of the portals Lloyd had put them through. He hoped that he wouldn’t throw up, Garrison thought to himself, as he reached the end of the journey. 
 
    Sunlight scorched them and the ground seemed uneven as Garrison found himself tumbling down a grassy hillside. The others were scattered about, scrambling and staggering onto their feet, before they passed out, unconscious.  
 
    At least they weren’t dead, Garrison groaned as he followed after them into oblivion. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Des had been waiting for any report from his colleagues, but when he didn’t hear anything after a while, he decided to investigate what was going on with them. The fire was set, the forest ablaze, so he didn’t have anything else to take care of. 
 
    He found Caradoc bleeding and cauterized the wound as best he could, before he went out to find the others. He extinguished the flames surrounding them as he realized the possibility that the seven pieces might’ve gotten away, and feared that his colleagues could be endangered if the woods continued to burn. 
 
    Kenda was trapped in a bubble, but Des boiled the water until it evaporated, freeing her. She coughed as she collapsed on the ground, half choking, but otherwise fine. 
 
    “Thanks, Des.” She told him, smiling. 
 
    “No problem. Anything for you.” He said with a wink. 
 
    He sent Kenda back to tend to Caradoc, and continued on. Ramona was also wounded, and he treated her before he sent her off to Kenda for further healing. He found Veronica was passed out, and he woke her up. 
 
    “What happened?” Veronica said in a daze, moaning as she got up. 
 
    “The seven pieces got the jump on us, I think. They got away. Head back that way.” Des pointed. “Kenda, Caradoc, and Ramona should be together by now. You’ll find them. We need to regroup and figure out our next move.” 
 
    Veronica nodded and followed his instruction while Des moved on, not paying attention to her. She was well-off, compared to the others. She must’ve gotten off lightly; maybe the ears or whoever she fought was merciful. 
 
    Mitsu was also out like a light, which wasn’t bad at all compared to getting stabbed. Des got him up on his feet shortly, though Mitsu complained of a throbbing headache and was babbling about the legs kicking and flying through the air. 
 
    Des didn’t know what to think about that, and sent him off to join the others. Maybe Mitsu had been hit harder than he thought. 
 
    Des found Gareth in a similar strait, though he was tied up, too. Maybe some of the others ganged up on him? Des had the feeling that might be the case, especially when Des freed Gareth and revived him, Gareth lashed out, knocking Des flat. 
 
    “Gareth, it’s me!” Des shouted as Gareth called upon a flurry of shadows, twisting and snarling through the air. 
 
    Gareth breathed heavily and snorted, trying to calm himself down. “Where are they? Where’d they go? Where’s Lloyd?” He asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. That’s what we’re trying to find out. They got away somehow.” Des told him. 
 
    Gareth huffed and subsided, though his shadows continued to swirl. “Those bastards! Those two-faced, infamous bastards! How dare they beat us! We had them surrounded, dead to rights. They couldn’t have gotten away.” 
 
    Des shrugged. “I don’t know, but they did. Lloyd must’ve opened a portal.” 
 
    “No, Lloyd was dead, or near dead. As dead as he could be before I passed out. He couldn’t have created the portal that got them out of here.” Gareth grimaced. “It was someone else. Someone else created the portal, and how are we going to track them down when we don’t know anything about their magic? I could find Lloyd and his portal here, I knew him well enough. But to find anyone else, especially if they’re not a trained mage whose magic has been observed before…I don’t know. It’s going to be hard.” 
 
    Des shook his head. “Maybe we should give it a rest, just for today? They must be hurting and wounded, too. I think we delivered some bad blows to them, especially if you killed Lloyd. They must be suffering.” 
 
    “Okay, if you think that’s best…let’s go back to the others and move out of here.” Gareth groaned, pulling himself onto his feet. “We might need to go to the hospital as well and get checked out.” 
 
    Des nodded and they returned back to their group as Mitsu started creating a portal that’d take them back to the capital of Sambarra and the mage hospital where they’d be treated. Veronica helped support Ramona, who like Caradoc, was in critical condition and in need of urgent care. 
 
    Veronica was upset as she wondered if she’d done the right thing, letting the ears go without stopping him, and letting him knock her out. Maybe it was dumb and naive, believing that the seven pieces could be innocent. 
 
    They fought back and had committed some crimes, albeit small ones. People had been hurt because of them, like Ramona and Caradoc, and it might get worse from here.  
 
    Maybe she was used to small, straightforward crimes, treating suspects fairly and ensuring that justice would be carried out for everyone. Now she was getting into murkier waters where things were less clear and precise, more ill-defined and uncertain. 
 
    How could she know what the right thing was to do? Maybe Gareth and the others knew more than they told her, but perhaps they had a right to hold their secrets close. 
 
    After all, she had betrayed them just now by letting the ears go free. She feared what’d happen if Gareth or any of the others found out that she committed such a crime. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Seventeen: 
 
    Taran 
 
      
 
    Piper whimpered and winced as she came to, feeling like her world was spinning out of control, then everything settled after a moment. She moaned and felt that she was lying in a bed, or a cot at least, a fairly simple mattress with a blanket and pillow. 
 
    Where was she? Where were the others? Piper wondered as she sat up in the dark, the room submerged in shadows. She heard a sniffle and turned around, spotting Garrison lying next to her on a similar cot. 
 
    “Garrison!” She hissed, standing up and wobbling a little as she shook him. “Wake up. What’s going on?” She asked him. 
 
    Garrison rolled over and faced her, curled up a little. “I failed you all.” He said. 
 
    “No, you didn’t.” She told him, concerned. “You got us away from there. Thank you.” 
 
    “Would you two pipe down? Some of us are trying to sleep over here.” Barnaby muttered, tucking his head underneath his pillow. 
 
    Piper looked around and realized the others surrounded her. Barnaby was just on the other side of her, and West, Lloyd, and Edwin were on the other side of the room on other cots. She was relieved to see them all here, but still confused. 
 
    “Where are we?” She asked. 
 
    “It’s an infirmary or clinic.” Edwin said, groaning. “We’re in bad shape.” 
 
    “How’s Lloyd?” Piper asked, turning to him in dread. 
 
    “Won’t wake up.” West shook his head, still raspy-voiced. “Hasn’t moved.” 
 
    “He isn’t dead, but it’s still bleak.” Barnaby said. 
 
    “Who’s taking care of us?” Piper asked, worried. 
 
    Before the others responded, the door opened, letting in some bright light, which caused them to wince when they were used to the darkness. A man entered, whistling to himself, and Piper glimpsed his flaming red hair in the brief illumination before he shut the door behind him. 
 
    He was short and wiry from what she could tell, moving with some purpose as he went around, inspecting everybody. 
 
    “How’s it going? Feeling any better?” He asked, checking on each of them in turn. 
 
    The others grumbled and responded in turn, except for Lloyd, when they must’ve met this man before. Piper nervously glanced around, not certain about the situation they were in. 
 
    “Who’re you?” Piper asked the other man when he came to her. 
 
    “My name’s Taran. I’m not a doctor, per se, but I’m a healer.” He said, waving his hands around.  
 
    A spark appeared in the air of a magical quality, a shimmer that briefly lit up Taran’s green eyes. Then the light faded, returning everything to darkness. 
 
    “Are you a mage?” She asked, skirting away from him. 
 
    “No, I’m not. Mages don’t come out this far.” He shook his head. “I might have a healing gift, but it’s a small one, and it doesn’t gain much notice. My family doesn’t tell anyone either about my abilities as they don’t want me leaving.” 
 
    “Taran!” An older woman shouted, sticking her head into the room. “Do you want breakfast or not?” 
 
    “Ma, I’m with a patient right now.” Taran said, turning away from Piper. “Would you kindly let us have some privacy?” 
 
    “Sorry, Taran. I just wanted to know.” She said, withdrawing from the room. 
 
    Piper turned to Taran. “Are we in your family’s house?” 
 
    Taran nodded. “Aye, it’s a big old house. There’s fourteen of us here at least. Although some of the others come in and out. We have a few extra guest rooms. When I found you all on the hillside, I knew my home was the place where you’d all feel welcomed, once you recovered. It was also the closest. I brought you all straight here.” 
 
    Piper sat back, stunned. “Thank you for bringing us here. We might not have survived otherwise. How’s everyone, anyway?” 
 
    “You’re welcome. It’s the least I could do.” Taran turned and faced the others. “That one, Lloyd, he’s the hardest of you all to heal. I pulled him out of the darkness that gripped him, but he’s still in a gray zone, so to speak. He’ll come to, I hope, or just sleep the rest of his life away.” 
 
    “I hope he wakes up.” Piper murmured, glancing over at Lloyd. 
 
    “As for Edwin, he’s smashed up with some broken bones. I set him up as best I could, but he still needs to rest.” Taran said after a pause. 
 
    “Yep, I can’t leave this bed.” Edwin sighed to himself. “I’m stuck here for at least a few more days.” 
 
    “Poor Edwin.” Piper murmured. 
 
    “West has some welts and bruises. He’s glad not to have any vocal damage when he was strangled.” Taran remarked. 
 
    West nodded. “Hard to talk, though.” He said. 
 
    “Hang in there, West.” Piper said. 
 
    “Barnaby’s winded and bruised, too, around his ribs.” Taran added. 
 
    “I think there’s a joke in there somewhere, but I’m not in the mood for it.” Barnaby said. 
 
    “It’ll be okay.” Piper told Barnaby. 
 
    “Garrison’s going through some major trauma and damage, too. The best thing for him is rest and quiet right now.” Taran said. “That’s mainly why I have the curtain closed and no lights in this room, for Garrison, West, and the others who seemed sensitive.” 
 
    “There’s no peace.” Garrison said. 
 
    “You’ll be fine, I’m sure.” Piper told Garrison and turned to Taran. “Thanks for taking care of everybody.” She told Taran. 
 
    “You’re welcome, again. You, on the other hand, seemed to be recovering from drowning.” Taran said, facing Piper. “I had to remove some water from your lungs.” He raised his voice as he continued, “Which is odd, considering how everyone here also suffered minor burns, smoke inhalation, and heat exhaustion, probably from a fire. But no one will tell me anything about what happened to you all.” 
 
    Silence answered his unspoken question as he turned to Piper. “You probably won’t tell me anything either, will you?” He asked. 
 
    “Not for me to say.” Piper told him. 
 
    Taran nodded and told her, “You’re all better now, I think. Just take it easy.” 
 
    “Can I stay here with the others, though?” Piper asked, facing him. 
 
    “Of course you can.” Taran told her, a little surprised as he stared at her. “We’ll be serving you all breakfast in a short while.” 
 
    “Eggs? Are eggs okay?” An older man asked, sticking his head into the room. 
 
    Taran sighed. “Of course eggs are fine, Dad! They need eggs!” 
 
    “Coming right up!” Taran’s father said, withdrawing. 
 
    Piper laughed and shook her head. “Is all your family like that?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. You better get used to it.” Taran said, getting up from her bedside. “See you all in a little while.” He added, leaving the room. 
 
    Piper sighed, a little sad to see him go as the room returned to darkness and quiet. She settled back into bed, staring up at the ceiling for a moment, before Taran’s mother and father arrived, serving breakfast, and disturbing them once more. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Even more of Taran’s family members came and went throughout the next couple of days, to see the strangers and help out. There were also regular visits from Taran himself, checking up and occasionally healing his patients some more before his magic was exhausted from another round of treatment. 
 
    Piper left the room for a short while at times, getting used to walking again after she’d been passed out for a day or two. She explored Taran’s house, meeting not just his parents, but also his siblings, nieces and nephews, aunts and uncles, cousins and their children, and even his grandmother. 
 
    Like he said, people came and went from the house, visiting and staying for extended periods sometimes, especially when they heard of these odd strangers and wanted to meet them, too. Piper heard a couple of questions and got some curious stares from them, but Taran shushed most of his relatives and shooed them away from the infirmary ward to ensure his patients received some privacy. 
 
    “Doesn’t the noise bother you?” Barnaby asked West at one point after such an invasion from Taran’s nieces. 
 
    West shook his head and pointed to his ears. “Cloud still there. Plus, Taran helped me out a little.” 
 
    “He healed your ears?” Edwin asked, confused. 
 
    “Muffled it some more. I told him to. It’s okay.” West said. 
 
    “He damaged your ears then.” Barnaby said. 
 
    “Not quite? He can fix it, too, like a switch.” West said. 
 
    “Ears don’t work that way.” Garrison insisted. 
 
    Now the fellows were arguing about what magic could and couldn’t do, if it could affect or turn off and on a body part like ears. Lloyd couldn’t break up the quarrel with his experience and knowledge as a former mage, when he was still in a coma, so the fight dragged on a little.  
 
    Piper shook her head and stepped out of the room for some peace and quiet. No one stopped her or tried to protect her, which was bliss when she’d been sheltered so long by these guys. 
 
    Admittedly they’d all been trying to keep her safe from the mages, but now they all felt relatively secure enough in the seclusion offered by Taran’s family and home in the Luisitaine Hills. Hopefully they wouldn’t be found here before they recovered. 
 
    This time she felt like going further out, maybe leaving the house and seeing their surroundings some more. She glimpsed the hillside and valley below looking out of windows at times, but the wider vista still eluded her. 
 
    She hadn’t lived with so many people in one place since her childhood in Hoga, when at one point she lived on a farm outside of town. That had been a nice place, as far as she recalled, though it’d been pretty busy and she felt left out sometimes. 
 
    That certainly wasn’t the case here. She definitely was part of the seven pieces, maybe a key member when the others were invested in her and loved her. 
 
    She wasn’t used to that feeling yet, considering the lack of such love in her life before. But given time and a chance to know them all better, she had a feeling she might be able to reciprocate that emotion with all the heart and warmth she could muster, when she felt the same way about them. 
 
    Piper smiled to herself at such a thought, and then paused as she walked out of Taran’s house. The view was breathtaking and exquisite, she could see for miles around, down the hillside toward the valley and river below, and up the hill towards some distant mountain. 
 
    Piper wandered farther out for a better look, noting details in the landscape that surrounded her. For some reason, as she stood there, it all almost seemed familiar to her. 
 
    Then she stilled as she caught sight of something, about a mile away, farther down the hill in the valley below…no, it couldn’t be, she thought to herself. But then again, as she concentrated on the view, perhaps borrowing a little of Lloyd’s own ability in that moment, she recognized it and knew this had to be the place. 
 
    Was it a coincidence that brought them here? Had Garrison’s portal actually been that accurate?  
 
    She hesitated, turning back from the site to the house and then back again, trying to figure out how they’d wound up here. They didn’t even have the seventh member of their group…or was he here already? 
 
    Piper gasped and laughed, shaking her head as the thought occurred to her, but she wasn’t certain yet. She needed to talk to the others, and see if Lloyd couldn’t be woken up somehow. She dashed back into the house. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Several days ago, Taran had woken up early in the morning, his heart pounding. He had to go out and find something, he knew, but he didn’t know what it was. 
 
    He quickly got dressed and ready, grabbing his medical supplies as he hurried downstairs to the kitchen. “Clive!” He called, spotting his brother. “I need your help. Bring the wagon.” 
 
    “What?” Clive said, turning around, confused as he followed after Taran. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “There’s an emergency, I think, on the hillside. Someone needs our help.” Taran said. 
 
    He wasn’t even certain what he was saying, but he thought it was true. He and Clive got the wagon ready, harnessed the horses, and set out with Clive driving as Taran urged and directed him along. 
 
    A short while later, Clive pulled on the reins and they halted, staring in horror at a group of people, five men and one woman, lying out on the hillside. They were severely wounded and burned, passed out from sort of catastrophe. 
 
    “Where did they come from? What happened to them? How’d you know they were here?” Clive asked, looking around in confusion. “There’s nothing close to here, aside from our house. What could’ve caused this?” 
 
    It felt like Taran’s heart was being ripped out, seeing them all lying here like this. It didn’t seem fair or right that something like this could happen to anyone, a group of strangers who hadn’t done anything, as far as Taran was aware of. 
 
    It made him sick, and he feared what was going to happen to these people if they weren’t taken care of and treated properly. He wasn’t a doctor. He hadn’t been trained in such a profession.  
 
    But from a young age, he’d possessed a healing gift that helped members of his family sometimes. He hadn’t known how to control it as a child, and could jeopardize himself if he wasted a lot of energy trying to heal something beyond his abilities. But he just knew that he had to help and take care of others, however he could. 
 
     “I don’t know, but help me get them into the wagon.” Taran said, clambering down. “We need to take them home where they can be treated.” 
 
    His family was awed and amazed by his abilities, but they told him to hide it as much as possible, for fear that he might be taken away from them. There were horror stories about what mages did to the students under their care, and they didn’t want Taran to be lost to them. 
 
    So he hid his abilities and practiced his powers only when necessary, but he’d learned a lot about medicine and medical treatment, on the off-chance that it might help him focus and hone his abilities better. He trained himself as a healer, and with his medical knowledge, he was able to put his abilities into practice. 
 
    Clive hesitated and then nodded, knowing it was the right thing to do. Together, Clive and Taran managed to transport everyone onto the wagon, although it took some effort with the heaviest man. Then they set off back home as fast as the horses could pull the wagon uphill. 
 
    Taran checked everyone to find out the extent of their conditions, and attempted to heal the worst-off ones as best he could before they reached the house. Then they unloaded everyone and took them upstairs to an empty room with several relatives grabbing cots and setting up an infirmary ward as quickly as they could. 
 
    Taran frantically went around, healing someone’s lungs, resetting bones, removing shadows, repairing busted ribs, drawing out water, healing a throat, and then going back around again, to deal with other problems that the others were facing. Finally, after hours of treatment and care, the worst seemed to be over and Taran collapsed in relief, after being on his feet all of this time, expending an enormous amount of magical energy saving them. 
 
    “What sort of group is this?” Taran shook his head, staring at his patients, still unconscious after all this time. “What have you all been through?” 
 
    A short while later, one of them actually woke up, patient number six as Taran had been calling him, but would later learn his name was Garrison. However, Garrison threw a fit then, practically screaming at some traumatic memory or vision, and wasn’t in any condition to talk. 
 
    So Taran had to calm him down to a near catatonic state. Eventually Garrison recovered and became a bit more sensible, though he still had to be sedated sometimes, which was a little heart-breaking. 
 
    Eventually patient number five woke up, West, but he could barely talk then. So Taran had him write down everyone’s names to label them better and learn about them.  
 
    But West wouldn’t explain anything more about what happened to them. So Taran continued to treat them as best he could without any knowledge aside from what he observed. He wished he knew more, though. 
 
    Garrison and West had been on the lower end of the scale in terms of injuries, with patient number one or Lloyd as the worst and patient number two or Edwin as the second worst, in the medical triage that Taran implemented then. So it was no surprise that Garrison and West revived sooner.  
 
    Barnaby was number three in terms of the worst injuries, and he was actually the third person to wake up with Edwin the fourth person to regain consciousness. Though Piper wasn’t the worst off at number four, she slept longer than some of the others as she recovered. 
 
    The others insisted that she should rest, and not be artificially revived when he asked permission to do so. Admittedly such artificial stimulation could be unsettling to the patient, and natural rest might be more relaxing and healing, but he wondered if such a course of action might be necessary if she didn’t wake up soon. 
 
    Taran noticed some of the others were concerned about her when they asked about her condition. But he didn’t know the relationship she had with the group, if they were friends, related, or more intimately involved. 
 
    He probably should’ve put her in a separate room at the start when she was the only female patient in a room full of male patients, just in case. But it made more sense to put all of the injured guests together at the beginning, when he was the only one treating them and needed to be in the same room with all of them to tend to them in a timely matter. 
 
    He might’ve pulled her out and moved her when their conditions improved enough that he didn’t have to monitor them all of the time. But Garrison, West, and the others insisted that she stayed there until she woke up, not wanting her out of their sights. 
 
    Taran might’ve been suspicious and questioned why they were all so concerned and protective of her. But he thought it was better to acquiesce to them for now, and he could at least keep an eye on everybody, or one of his relatives could, and make sure that no one disrupted or disturbed her. 
 
    When Piper woke up, he was prepared to send her to another private room where she could stay for however long she wished to. But she wanted to stay with the other men instead.  
 
    She was just as concerned about everybody as they were concerned about her, and didn’t want to leave them. What was going on here? How were they all involved with each other? 
 
    Taran couldn’t figure it out, but perhaps he didn’t want to. Maybe it was enough that they had each other, in the end. Maybe it was enough that they were together, that they cared for and loved each other. 
 
    He supposed it was better than having nobody, after all. Even living in a crowded house like this one with such a large family crammed between its walls, he sometimes felt lonely and wondered if he’d ever find somebody to share his life with. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Eighteen: 
 
    The Song 
 
      
 
    At the moment, Taran was flexing and checking the status of Edwin’s arms and ensuring that the rest of his body was healing as well. Taran shook his head, amazed at the progress of Edwin’s recovery. 
 
    In spite of the injuries he suffered, which almost appeared like he’d been hit and crushed under a rockfall, he was regaining his strength as his bones were restoring themselves, almost back to normal. Taran’s healing powers might’ve helped, but Edwin’s body was a lot stronger and more powerful than it looked. 
 
    Barnaby was also getting out of bed, able to walk without his ribs cracking, and he was stretching his legs as he paced around the room. Taran couldn’t believe it, but then again, Barnaby was also pretty fast in his recuperation process. 
 
    West’s throat was feeling better and he was able to talk more, but he wasn’t a very talkative person to begin with. He was quite laconic, almost as if he didn’t converse much with others. His ears were enormous, though, and Taran had gotten a good look at and inside them when West told him he needed some help to deafen himself a little. 
 
    The precision and mechanics of such an organ amazed him as well, that West could hear so much from so far away. West had accurately predicted what someone was saying on the far side, lower floor of the house, when there were probably a dozen people talking at the same time in other rooms, and so many other noises and disruptions in between the two locations. 
 
    Taran had run downstairs and through the house when West told him about it, and asked the person to repeat what they’d just said. Word for word, West had gotten it right, and Taran was absolutely astonished. 
 
    It was no wonder that West needed some help to stifle and muffle some of the noise if he could hear everything happening around him. Taran didn’t know how it was possible, but he complied with West’s request, manipulating the organ just enough that he could hamper its receptive qualities, but in a reversible way that he could repair fairly quickly. 
 
    Garrison was also sitting up and smiling more, taking in his surroundings and other people with interest. But there was still a haunted look in his eyes, like something disturbed him. Garrison had been through some emotional and mental turmoil that Taran didn’t quite understand in his medical practice.  
 
    But he treated the physical damage as best he could, and prescribed Garrison with some sedatives to help alleviate his pain and anguish. Garrison took the medicine as directed and that seemed to calm him down and stabilize him to a normal range. But there were still some aftereffects he’d have to deal with himself. 
 
    Taran hoped Garrison was up to the challenge of taking care of himself, but he was certain that Garrison was smarter than he looked. He could figure out a way to handle and manage his trauma. 
 
    Taran knew they wouldn’t be here forever, that they’d eventually leave, once they were all recovered enough to depart. Taran couldn’t monitor their progress, keep an eye on them, and learn more about their capabilities when he’d say good-bye to them. 
 
    That was okay when that was the right thing, to let them go back to their ordinary lives, though they weren’t normal people. No matter what happened to them or what they faced ahead, Taran wouldn’t be there to help them out, to cure their pains and fix whatever was broken when they’d probably go far away from here, to another region. 
 
    He couldn’t go with them, leave behind his family and intrude on these strangers’ lives when he was just a healer and nothing more to them. Taran accepted that, and treated them like any other patient when he was the professional here. 
 
    Just then they heard a moan and looked up, astonished as Lloyd actually stirred, opening his eyes for the first time in days, and sat up in bed. They gasped, ecstatic as Lloyd blinked and looked around, taking in their surroundings. 
 
    “Where are we? How’d we get here?” Lloyd asked. 
 
    The room erupted in cheers and whoops of joy as the other men flocked around Lloyd’s bed and frantically told him, in low whispers so that Taran wouldn’t hear, about what happened to them. Taran shook his head, dumbfounded by this group, but glad that they were all together again. 
 
      
 
    ℜℜℜ 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Piper ran back into Taran’s house and nearly collided with one of his brothers, Clive as she recalled. “Pardon me.” She said, scooting away from him. 
 
    “It’s all right.” Clive said, moseying along. 
 
    Piper paused and turned back to him. “Quick question, though. Do you happen to know what happened the day Taran found us?” She asked. 
 
    Clive chuckled. “Funny you should ask me that. I was there.” Clive gave her the quick rundown of what happened, and she gaped at him. 
 
    “That wasn’t the way Taran told us it happened. He made it sound like he accidentally stumbled upon us.” Piper said. 
 
    “No, Taran was looking for you all. Something must’ve alerted him that you all were in trouble, or he has some sort of sixth sense.” Clive shook his head. “I don’t understand it, but Taran always had a large heart, willing and able to help out wherever he can.” 
 
    “A large heart.” Piper smiled. “That sounds like him. Thank you very much.” She told Clive, racing upstairs. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Clive shrugged and went along, not thinking much about it. 
 
    Piper stampeded along the second floor corridor, bypassing a couple of people standing off to the side, and entered the room designated as the infirmary ward. She halted in her steps, however, shocked as she discovered that Lloyd was awake with everyone gathered around him. 
 
    It was almost like a dream, she thought to herself, seeing all six of them here. Oh, gods, she hoped she was right about this. 
 
    “Piper!” Lloyd cried, smiling at her. 
 
    Piper grinned as well and rushed over, hugging and kissing Lloyd, not minding Taran and the others for a moment as they were all involved. She hoped everything would work out for the better here. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you, Lloyd.” Piper said, facing him. “How’re your eyes? Have you noticed anything?” 
 
    Lloyd shook his head. “I just got up, I’m a little disoriented, and I haven’t been paying attention to anything surrounding me. The others have gotten me caught up on what’s going on here.” 
 
    “Why, what happened?” Edwin asked, facing her. “Sounds like you have some news for us.” 
 
    “I was going to say that.” West remarked. 
 
    Piper sighed and pointed. “Downhill from here, about a mile away or so, I spotted the place, the meadow where Sonya and Cawley were…disintegrated, met their untimely ends.” 
 
    A hush fell over the others as they glanced around at each other, wondering. “Is it true?” Barnaby asked. “Do you see anything yet, Lloyd?” 
 
    “Hold on.” Lloyd said, adjusting his vision and peering in the direction that Piper indicated, before he slowly nodded. “I think so. I recognize it from my visions.” 
 
    “Really? I brought us here?” Garrison asked, shaking his head. “I hadn’t even been trying to take us anywhere in particular when I created the portal. I just wanted to get us away from that…trouble.” He remarked, not knowing if he should talk openly in Taran’s presence. 
 
    “Sonya and Cawley died near here?” Taran shook his head, astonished. “I knew they lived near here. There are some old ruins further uphill that local legend says used to be their house in the old days.” 
 
    Piper and the others turned to Taran, stunned. “You know about Sonya and Cawley?” Edwin asked him. 
 
    “Aye. Though it’s considered blasphemous in other parts, many people in this area are proud to claim that they might be related to Sonya and Cawley. Nobody knows for certain, though.” Taran said. “That was generations ago, and no one knows exactly what family they might’ve come from. Cawley might be famous for conquering the world, as they say, but Sonya was also very popular as a healer here. A lot of folktales surround her abilities.” 
 
    “As they might surround you if people knew about your abilities, too.” Piper said, getting up and facing Taran. 
 
    “Precisely, but what’re you getting at?” Taran asked her. 
 
    “You found us, right?” Piper asked him. 
 
    “Yes, by accident.” Taran said. 
 
    “No, that’s not true. You’re lying to us.” West said, a little hurt. 
 
    “Hey, how’d you know that?” Taran asked West before he could stop himself. 
 
    “Probably the tone of your voice.” Barnaby remarked, examining Taran. 
 
    “Your brother Clive said that he was there, that you forced him to get the wagon ready and directed him straight to us. You knew where to find us.” Piper said, jabbing Taran. 
 
    “An accident.” Taran mumbled, less convinced. 
 
    “That’s not a coincidence.” Garrison said. 
 
    “Clive said he’s got a big heart.” Piper smiled at Taran. 
 
    “Turn him around! Back of his head.” Lloyd said. 
 
    Taran tried to protest, but Piper and Barnaby got him to spin around. Lloyd glanced at the back of Taran’s head, remembering his vision before he set off to find the others, and laughed. 
 
    “It’s him! It’s definitely him! We’ve got everybody!” Lloyd shouted. 
 
    The others cheered as Taran frantically looked around, confused. “Hey, now, what’s going on? What’s this all about?” He asked. 
 
    “I think he needs more convincing before we explain it to him.” Edwin said. 
 
    “The meadow. Let’s take him down there.” West said. 
 
    “Good idea. Let’s go on a field trip.” Barnaby said. 
 
    Edwin and the others started getting out of bed as Taran gaped at them. “Wait a minute! Lloyd, you just woke up, let me check you. And Edwin, you can damage your bones again if you’re not careful.” Taran told them as they slowly headed for the door, most of them staggering. 
 
    “Relax, and come with us if you really want to make sure that we don’t hurt ourselves.” Garrison said, opening the door for the others as they filed out. 
 
    “Can’t someone make a portal to take us there?” Piper asked. 
 
    “Better not.” Lloyd shook his head. “I think the mages might’ve tracked us down when I was creating the portals.” 
 
    “What mages?” Taran asked. 
 
    “They can do that?” Edwin asked, turning to Lloyd. 
 
    “One of them, Gareth, used to be a teacher of mine, so he definitely would recognize my magic powers if I show them off like that again.” Lloyd said. 
 
    “That’s not good.” West said. 
 
    “Garrison would need more training to be precise enough to transport us from here to the meadow, without being there before.” Lloyd said. 
 
    “I’m definitely not in the mood for training right now.” Garrison said. 
 
    Taran groaned, but followed after them as he couldn’t force them to get back into bed. “At least let me get the wagon for you all.” Taran said. “It’s a mile away, downhill, and you’re in no shape to go walking a mile.” 
 
    “He’s right, I guess.” Barnaby groaned, stretching a moment and leaning against the wall. “Even I’m in bad shape.” 
 
    “You stay with them, Taran. I’ll go down and ask Clive about the wagon.” Piper said, racing ahead when she was in good shape. 
 
    The men paused a moment in the second-floor corridor, Taran taking an inventory of his patients to ensure they were still whole. Garrison shook his head, wishing that he was able to take them all to the meadow right now with a portal. 
 
    Edwin sighed. “This is going to take forever. We might as well tell him about the seven pieces while we’re waiting.” 
 
    “Seven pieces? Like the legend or the song? The ears, the eyes, the heart, the voice, the brain, the arms and the legs…” Taran said, and then he paused.  
 
    He looked around at the others, counting how many people there were in this group, and considering their characteristics and everything he’d heard about them. “No!” Taran exclaimed, staring at everybody. “You don’t think that’s true, do you?” 
 
    “At least he’s heard about us. That makes things a little easier.” Lloyd said. 
 
    “Does it really?” West asked, skeptical. 
 
    “I think he needs more convincing, too.” Barnaby said. 
 
    The others attempted to tell their story while Taran continued to deny and dispute it. Piper returned with Clive, and they helped get the others downstairs, outside, and onto the wagon without any mishaps. 
 
    “Wake me up when it’s over.” Garrison moaned, sliding into the back of the wagon. 
 
    “Come on, it’s not that far away.” Piper told him and the others as they settled in. “Once we get there, you’ll see it’s worth the trip.” 
 
    “All right, we’re giving it a go. Hopefully he’ll believe us, too.” Edwin said, nodding at Taran as he sat next to Clive, who was driving the wagon again. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Once he sees it, I think he’ll feel the same way. He’s bound to, since he’s the heart.” Lloyd murmured to himself. 
 
    Taran frowned, but didn’t say anything as he checked on the others while they went downhill towards the meadow, with Piper and Lloyd directing Clive. When they reached the outskirts, they both told Clive to stop, reining in the horses. 
 
    Then everybody managed to get off of the wagon without any incidences, and Clive stayed by the horses as the others staggered towards a spot in the middle of the meadow. Lloyd and Piper told them to stop here as they looked around to get their bearings and make sure this was the place. 
 
    The surroundings had changed a little in the centuries since Sonya and Cawley were disintegrated here. The trees were taller, the meadow had fewer flowers in it now, and the river bank’s course had shifted.  
 
    The hills and mountains were still there, the same as always, though a few mudslides, rockfalls, and avalanches had altered their faces. There were also more people here now with scattered homesteads throughout their surroundings. But otherwise, it was the same. 
 
    Piper blinked away a few tears as she saw all of this, and Lloyd was wiping his eyes as well, remembering the past. Garrison frowned to himself, examining everything, and trying to figure out how it happened, where Sonya and Cawley might’ve been standing, and how they might’ve been surprised or surrounded by the mages. 
 
    Edwin flexed his arms, wishing he could take a swing at those old, dead mages, or hold Piper close to him. Barnaby ran around a little, taking everything in and planning his own escape route if they ever got trapped here--again, technically speaking. 
 
    West listened to their surroundings, observing as much as he could, and contemplated what it must’ve been like all those years ago. Taran, on the other hand, stood there, not feeling much of anything, except annoyed and upset at how strange the others were acting. 
 
    “Listen, I appreciate you all bringing me out here and trying to introduce me to this concept, but I still don’t believe it.” Taran said. 
 
    Lloyd opened his mouth, but Piper shushed him, turning back to Taran and staring at him. He was a little unnerved as the others gathered back together again, forming a little circle there on that spot. 
 
    “The wind is high, and I’m calling out to you.” Piper started to sing in a beautiful voice and Taran gaped at her, taken aback when he hadn’t heard her perform before. “My heart is pounding like the beating of the drums, and I’m calling out to you.” She continued. 
 
    “I know that we’ll never meet again,” Lloyd suddenly joined in, shocking Taran when he had a nice voice, too, though not as great as Piper’s tones. “Not like this, not like the way we were before.” He added. 
 
    “But I’m still calling out to you.” Garrison piped up at a different pitch. “Through fire and flame, through rain and snow.” 
 
    “Though the mountains might be high,” Edwin added in his voice to the trio. “And the valley stretches out between us, still I’m calling out to you.” 
 
    “I want you to hear me wherever we go,” Barnaby clapped and stomped his feet as well as he joined the others. “I want you to see me wherever we go.” 
 
    “I want to touch you again,” West intoned, another surprise when he barely spoke. “I want you to run and be by my side always.” 
 
    Their voices dropped off then, silent as if they couldn’t find the words to finish the song.  
 
    Suddenly Taran found himself singing, in a weak voice, “I want my voice to be strong and carry my cry all the way out to you, wherever we go.” 
 
    The others looked up, stunned as he glanced up at them, hesitant. “I hope that you’ll remember me, and wherever we go,” Taran inhaled, tears coming to his eyes then. “Know that I’ll always love you. Will you still remember me, and always love me, too, wherever we go?” 
 
    He stopped and that was it, the ending of the song, the final words of Sonya and Cawley. But now they gazed around at each other and realized this wasn’t the ending for them when they would continue on, in memory of the past, but looking forward to a new future as well. 
 
    Suddenly they all started singing the song again, holding hands as Taran broke down crying, his heart swelling up with love for everybody. Now they were all teary-eyed and hugging and kissing each other, out in the middle of that field where something ended years ago, but now their story was beginning again. 
 
    “We’re back.” Piper said, wiping her eyes. “We’re back together again.” 
 
    “The seven pieces are going to take on the world!” Barnaby whooped. 
 
    “Hey, has anyone seen my glasses? I think I lost them.” Garrison suddenly said. 
 
    “Calm down, I’m sure they’re around here somewhere.” Lloyd said, glancing around. 
 
    “Hey, watch it, Barnaby, you almost stepped on me.” Edwin said. 
 
    “Sorry.” Barnaby said. 
 
    Taran sniffled and coughed. “Is it always going to be this crazy?” He asked. 
 
    West smiled. “I think it’ll be okay.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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