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Prologue
 
 
Within the span of a few months the entire future of the world had been rewritten.  Out of obscurity two new champions blessed by the gods had arisen upon the face of Thurr. Believed twins, these champions were blessed with abilities that made them each an asset in battle. Heeding the call of their kingdom, the twins Seth and Garret had marched to war against the black horde, an unbeatable army comprised of orcs, trolls and goblins.
 
*****
 
Using his unparalleled magical abilities, Seth created new races of men to serve the kingdom of Valdadore, melding wolves with men to create werewolves. At their head, Seth appointed Borrik, a once-human priest to the goddess Ishanya, who now served loyally as the alpha werewolf, a vicious predator designed for killing. Garret, trained by the mighty Knights of Valdadore, became a warrior unlike any other, impenetrable to physical harm by any weapon. Together with their allies, the brothers faced the previously undefeated black horde. Though the battle had eventually been won so, too, had much been lost.
Taking an arrow to the neck, Sara, Seth’s young wife, had fallen in the battle.  Losing control of his powers in his anguish and rage, Seth unleashed his magic with devastating effect to both friend and foe. In that final blast, the battle was won as thousands of enemy troops were obliterated. However, the King of Valdadore and several of his blessed warriors were also destroyed by it. Seth and Sara were nowhere to be found. Most assumed them dead, as no trace remained of the young couple.
 
*****
 
His brother, king and mentor, Lord Sirus, slain, Garret had no choice but to ignore the emotions threatening to overwhelm him as his new duties begin to stack up in service to the kingdom. Witnessing the suicide of Sirus’s wife Sasha, he was charged with looking after their beautiful daughter Linaya. Each overcome with their own sorrows, Garret and Linaya sought solace from one another and became closer by the day as a deep-seated love began to grow between them. 
 
*****
 
Seth and Sara found themselves transported to a foreign land following the magical blast that had ended the battle with the black horde. Though Sara had been mortally wounded, Seth managed to save the woman he loved by using his powers to combine her life force with that of a local species of bat with amazing healing abilities. However, he soon began to realize that his abilities came with untold and sometimes devastating consequences. As Sara was restored it quickly became apparent that their lives together would change immensely. Sara had become an agile, powerful, bloodthirsty predator who could no longer abide in the sun. Together the pair set out to find their way back home, but were captured and delayed by a small tribe of miniature men and women. Hearing these people’s sad tale of persecution by the mysterious Zoomba, Seth and Sara allied themselves with the small race in hopes of defeating another immense enemy. Little did they know that the enemies were cat-sized insects that numbered in the millions.
 
*****
 
Borrik, the alpha werewolf, sent his hybrid troops in all directions to seek out Seth following the battle with the black horde, believing his master still alive. Leading a small contingent of wolf troops himself, he was approached by more of Seth’s creations in the night. The pair of feline girls Seth shaped prior to the battle swore that they knew the location of their creator.  Changing course, Borrik followed the trail laid before him by the feline sisters, racing east towards the mountainous border of Valdadore. As he and his men raced day in and out to reach their master, the lunar cycle progressed. Under the influence of the twin full moons in the sky, the contingent of hybrid wolfmen were filled by lust-induced rage, and brutally raped the inhabitants of the small community before fleeing the scene to again seek out their master.
Cresting the mountains the pack of werewolves were accosted by a giant and took several casualties before finally bringing the immense beast down. Rejoined by another pack of his troops, Borrik led his men onwards and soon witnessed Seth’s magical fire in the distance. Leaving his injured men behind, Borrik and his troops raced with no regard for their own safety to his side.
 
*****
 
Reunited with his troops, Seth formulated a plan to defeat the insect army. Together with the help of the werewolves and the miniature race of warriors, Seth and Sara managed to destroy the queen of the insects. Their leader lost, the remainder of the Zoomba dispersed as Seth, his lover and his hybrid soldiers headed back to the capital city of Valdadore. Along the way they were rejoined by the remainder of Seth’s small personal army of mutated men before reaching their destination.
 
*****
 
Garret sought to help repair the kingdom, and now upon the royal council in his role as a Knight of Valdadore, he had the means to do so. He used his meager influence to help vote good people into positions of worth within the kingdom with the help of allies in the council. When it came to selecting a new king, however, two unexpected events occurred. First, Garret made an enemy of the powerful battle mage Vladmere who fled the city after setting the mages’ tower ablaze once he realized he would not be elected as king. Second, Garret was tricked into the most powerful position within the kingdom, and within weeks a crowning ceremony was held in his honor.
If being crowned king of a mighty kingdom was not enough to make a memorable day for Garret, Linaya had also professed her love for him the night before.  To top that off, little over an hour after being crowned, Garret was surprised yet again as his brother apparently returned from the dead with his resurrected lover in tow. But that was not the end of the most memorable of his life.  No sooner than is the new royal family reunited than a messenger from the western border of Valdadore arrived to announce that the kingdom was being invaded by their neighbors led by King Sigrant. Bloodshed, it seemed, would not remain a thing of their past.
 
*****
 
Thus the world of Thurr is awash in uncertainty and war is upon the horizon, though this is not limited to the petty squabbling of mortal men. In the immortal plane, the domain of the gods, pieces are being moved strategically in preparation for a battle unlike any other witnessed before. Ishanya, the goddess who had made a champion of Seth, has made plans to destroy her fellow gods, and her scheming has not gone unnoticed. Even now some of her peers work in secret to thwart her intentions. More champions of the like never seen before are being unleashed upon Thurr to do the bidding of the gods and soon a battle will erupt across the entire world as the gods fight for dominion over the souls of men.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 1 
Burdens placed and Blood spilled
 
 
Garret paced his study nervously, oblivious to the others standing in the stone chamber with him. He had only been crowned King of Valdadore five hours prior, and already the world had been flipped upside down by news from one of his own loyal messengers from the westernmost post of his kingdom. King Sigrant of neighboring Drakenhurst was moving to invade Valdadore in a plan to usurp the young, new king and claim the kingdom for himself. With the return of his missing brother, Seth, and his crowning, today was supposed to have been among the best days of Garret’s life. However, with the dire news he had been presented with just a few hours before, Garret’s mood was dark and rage threatened to overtake him.
“Twenty-five thousand?” Garret asked as he paced, then paused to stand behind his desk as if pondering something. “Where in the abyss did Sigrant get twenty-five thousand men? Twenty-five thousand!” Garret shouted and in a single swoop, swept the piles of scrolls and books piled high upon his desk to the floor with a crash.
“We have four thousand men, a third of whom are still recovering from the battle with the black horde, and now this!” Garret continued to shout and began pacing again.
“Garret, calm yourself.” Seth began, looking to the woman Linaya who sat in the corner, near to tears. “We are outnumbered, or so we believe, and the enemy has fire-breathing beasts to serve him as well, but we need more information. More than that, we need more time, not to mention more troops. But most importantly, we need a plan,” Seth concluded.
Garret continued to pace for several minutes, however, now he uttered not a single sound. As his thoughts played out in his head, those in the room with Garret could almost see the ideas come and go as his expression changed time and time again. Suddenly Garret froze mid-stride and turned to face those in the room with him, a menacing grin upon his lips.
“I have an idea, though it will take a fair amount of luck. First we need information, and I must get things in motion,” Garret announced, his smile fading as seriousness once again claimed his features. “Sulvis!” Garret shouted in a deep booming tone, calling upon his blessing to enhance his voice.
“Your majesty?” replied the old, grizzled war veteran,  general to Valdadore’s main armies, marching into the room with a look of gravity on his face that matched the king’s.
“I have great need of your counsel, old friend, and I have a plan I should like your input on as well,” Garret stated. “Send several parties west with all haste to gather up as much information about Sigrant’s force as possible. I require numbers, troop types, and by the gods. I need to know what these great armored fire-breathing beasts are.”
Sulvis called two of his captains in from the room beyond, gave his orders, and without even waiting for his men to depart, turned to face his young new king again.
“What else, your majesty?” Sulvis asked with one white bushy eyebrow rising.
“We need more troops. I realize there will not be another Choosing ceremony for two years, but if Valdadore is to survive this battle I will be forced to bolster our numbers by other means,” Garret stated, then paused to think a moment.
“Shall we try and call upon the dwarves and gnomes again for their aid?” Sulvis asked.
“Yes, but that is not what I have in mind,” Garret replied. “Send messengers to every town, city, castle, village and hamlet in Valdadore. I am drafting back into the service of the Valdadorian army every man who has served within the last twenty years and is still able to lift a weapon. Also, every boy who will be eligible for The Choosing within two years is to be called into the service of the kingdom.” Garret paused, a solemn look upon his face, but was interrupted before he could continue.
“What of women, Garret?” Seth’s wife Sara demanded, an annoyed look upon her face. “Can women not fight to defend their homes and their kingdom as well? Or are we to sit back and watch our men die for us?” 
“Your point is well taken, sister,” Garret replied, then continued after pondering a moment. “Woman are to be drafted as well, however, only if they do not have small children whom they need to look after. Those with older children may come as well, as we can put them to work with the fletchers. We will need a lot of arrows.”
The conversation went on for hours and occasionally another council member would be called upon for input, or given orders to carry out as Garret saw fit. Already messengers were pouring out from the city gates headed in all directions from the great white castle city of Valdadore. Within days those called upon by the king would begin gathering at the castle. Several scouting parties thundered westward upon great imperial war horses with orders to only rest in their mission if their horses could carry them no further. The king needed information and the scouts vowed not to disappoint him. Makeshift forges were being constructed outside the city walls for all of the blacksmiths who would soon be gathering and large tents and canopies were already being erected in neat rows outside the castle walls.
A plan was forming, and with that plan Garret began to feel that there was hope. Seth was given multiple duties to accomplish, and even Sara and Linaya each had something of import to attend to. Late in the night the city bustled as the final plans were made, orders given, and duties were established. However, before Garret could even think about rest, there was still much more to discuss.
“We know King Sigrant is coming with a superior force, but I think it unlikely that he will be brash in his attack and will likely move only as fast as his slowest unit. He will want to strike us with strength in order to decimate us. That being said, we have about three weeks to prepare. We need to buy more time; we must delay him by any means we are able. Any suggestions would be welcome,” Garret invited, looking around the room first to Sulvis, then to Seth, and finally to Sara and Linaya.
“I have a proposal,” Seth said, breaking the momentary silence. “I will send my troops west to harass King Sigrant’s men during the night. I won’t have them engage openly, but quietly wreak havoc by starting fires, cutting horse tethers and other such things I am sure they will enjoy.” Then Seth paused a moment. “Wait, I have another idea that will help us immensely. Whilst most of my men will do as I have suggested, since my troops can communicate over great distances, I will command that they leave a sentry every few miles. Through them we can get constant up-to-date information on Sigrant’s progress, as well as troop movements, and if we are lucky they can discover what these great fire-breathing beasts are.”
“That is perfect!” Sulvis the senior army general nearly shouted. “I do wonder, though, how much your men’s harassment will slow King Sigrant and his armies. There must be something more we can do to buy us time.” He added, pulling a map from the pile of documents Garret had earlier flung from his desk.
The room remained silent many minutes while Sulvis studied the map, tracing his old, gnarled fingers over lines barely distinguishable upon the ancient parchment of the page. Then slowly the veteran’s mouth fell open, and his eyes widened in realization.
“I have found us a means by which to buy a significant amount of time, but it will require a lot of work,” Sulvis stated.
 
*****
 
The young messenger raced westward upon a mount from the king’s personal stables at a reckless speed, the king’s urgency still ringing in his ears. The great white beast of a horse surged ever forward, its hooves churning up the soil and throwing dust and grass into the evening breeze. Messengers were selected for their size and ability to ride, and Darion was a perfect fit. Having been chosen in the same Choosing ceremony as the new king, Darion was also new to his role as a lookout and messenger for the kingdom of Valdadore, but for him, the role he was chosen into was akin to a dream. Nothing else in the world felt more perfect than racing through endless fields with the wind in his face, a born and bred charger surging beneath him following his every cue and command. Thus Darion rushed on to do as he was ordered: a task assigned to him by the king himself, a task with dire importance to the kingdom. It was Darion who had brought the news of the invasion by King Sigrant to the king’s ears, and it was now his task to return to his post to gather information about the opposing army. The excitement flowing through Darion’s veins was like nothing he had ever felt before. For the first time ever he was on a real mission; his deeds could save the kingdom. As the wind roared past his ears and through his sandy hair, Darion changed his position upon the great mount. Lowering his body and kicking the beast’s flanks he pushed the war horse to even greater speeds.
For hours Darion raced on upon his mount. Average horses could make the ride in five days at a steady gallop, but Darion hoped to make the trek in just two. Of course, he knew that it was his mount that would establish the pace they could maintain. Thus far he was impressed by the animal’s resilience and stamina. Even in darkness the beast charged on, as if it had been given the same orders as its rider. Darion clung to the reins and kept to the edges of the fields where they were level, running parallel to the road. Sticking to the soil instead of the cobblestones would likely preserve his mount’s shoes. By the light of the stars and one of Thurr’s luminescent moons, Darion led his charger onward, hoping to make the river within an hour’s time, where he could allow the beast to graze and drink momentarily as he also ate a quick snack. They would both need their energy. 
As the night progressed, the sky became more and more clear as the temperature fell steadily. Winter was finding its way further and further south by the day, and before long the lower regions of Valdadore would see their first snowfall. Darion passed the time scanning ahead for dangers, peering between the foggy blasts of steaming hot breath from his charger’s nostrils. Darion was a small, wiry young man, and was beginning to feel the cold. As such he planned to pull something warmer to wear from his pack when they reached the river. The night deepened as the small man on his giant war horse thundered on, though with clearing skies and more and more stars casting their illumination upon the world below, the deed of riding during the night was not overly perilous.
Topping a small rise, Darion spotted the river meandering in the distance, appearing as a broken shimmering reflection of the sky that stretched from one horizon to the other. Moments later Darion slowed his charger to a trot as they approached the river’s edge. Looking around and up and down the river, Darion could see nothing to tether the beast to while it drank and grazed. However, as this was one of the king’s personal mounts, Darion released the reins and, hoping he was correct, gave a simple verbal command.
“Stay,” Darion said, anxiously watching the beast for several moments to see if it would heed his command. Seemingly understanding, the beast did not attempt to wander off, instead first taking its fill of water at the river’s edge, then grazing upon the thick, lush grasses along the bank. Satisfied that he would not be left stranded, Darion unslung his small pack and pulled out a thick, woolen shirt as well as a few strips of dried beef which he consumed within seconds. Putting on the wool tunic, Darion stood once again. Flinging his small pack back over his shoulders he pulled the straps, cinching the bundle tightly to his body. As Darion turned to regain the reins of his mount, he heard the whinny of another horse from somewhere in the darkness across the river. The sound caused him to hesitate slightly, and it was that which saved his life, at least temporarily.
From the darkness across the river, as Darion paused to locate the source of the other horse in the vicinity, a series of noises, thoomp, clank, thoomp, clank, thoomp, clank, sounded in rapid succession. Darion attempted to spin and locate these new sounds, but in the process tripped over a small stone that sent him crashing to the ground in a twisted heap. His clumsiness allowed him to witness the series of whistling whooshes that lanced over him and watch in horror as a volley of arrows embedded themselves into his mount, each strike ending in a thud.
Though the animal screamed out in pain, it was an imperial war horse and was trained to protect its rider at all costs. Instead of panicking and fleeing with all haste as most horses would have done, the great white charger spun and leaped over its fallen rider with a snort before crashing through the meandering river to the far bank. Darion stared on, frozen momentarily, as he realized that his mount intended to attack their unseen foe. As his charger was lost from sight, Darion listened and distinctly heard a man shout a curse before again the strange sounds filled the night-time air. Thoomp, clank, thoomp, clank, thoomp, clank. Over and over the sounds came, accompanied by hooves beating the ground, but eventually, after several moments, all the noises came to a halt with the death scream of Darion’s mount. 
Darion had no idea how many foes hid within the darkness, though he assumed it must be many with so many arrows launched seemingly simultaneously. Though his first inclination was to regain his feet and run back in the direction he had come, Darion fought his urge to panic and slid on his belly towards the river’s edge. Once there, he carefully positioned himself and lowered himself into the river in total silence. Crossing to the far bank, to hide within the deepest shadows, Darion allowed the slow current to pull him downriver as he scanned the bank for a place to hide.
 
*****
 
Mordal Whispen led his black mount eastward at a slow and calculated pace. Once crossing the border into Valdadore he had wrapped his stallion’s hooves in thick leather to muffle its footfalls and obscure its tracks. He guided the beast slowly over the foreign terrain, his senses straining for any sign of approaching danger. The night was growing colder, but Mordal liked the cold. As men cooled they moved slower, thus making them easier targets. Though he was not the top of his order, Mordal had been requested for this particular job by name. This would have swelled the ego of a man of honor, but to an assassin, an ego was something that could ruin his reputation. 
It was a task of two parts, this particular mission, and though Mordal knew the first portion would be fairly simple, the second might prove most difficult. Thus far Mordal was intrigued, if not disappointed, by the fact that the roads had been clear nearly the entire journey into Valdadore. It was as if new King Garret was still unaware of King Sigrant’s plans to invade. The roads had seen very few travelers these last several days, apart from a handful of merchants whom Mordal ignored. Simple merchants were not his concern, Mordal reminded himself on two occasions, though he could not help but wonder as to how much coin was in their purses. 
His orders were to lay down any messenger he should come across so as to destroy communications from Valdadore’s outposts to its capital. Thus far however Mordal had not seen a single one, and the mission was beginning to get entirely too boring. If he did not have someone to kill soon, Mordal was considering visiting a brothel to play cat and mouse before slitting a few throats, just for fun. It was while Mordal, amused by these thoughts, was stroking his black, pointed goatee that he first heard the horse thundering towards him in the distance. Merchants did not ride so fast at night. Finally Mordal would have himself some entertainment.
Pinching his great black stallion’s ear before dismounting, Mordal gave the beast a silent command to remain where it stood. Then sliding down from the beast, Mordal whispered a silent prayer calling upon his blessing from Abernash and felt the power wash through him as his vision blurred slightly before refocusing, and all of his muscles relaxed before becoming unnaturally taut. Reaching up to the saddle of his mount Mordal removed the newest weapon in his arsenal, a gift given to him by King Sigrant himself. Though the weapon was of gnomish make, it was of simpler design than most of that race’s monstrosities. Mordal had already tested the mechanical weapon for flaws and found it much to his liking. It was a weapon that could change not only the art of assassination, but also the art of war, and as such Mordal took a moment to admire the weapon as he loaded it.
The stock of the weapon was like that of a large crossbow, although a long hollow tube was mounted on it that protruded out beyond the stock by about two hands’ lengths. Upon the back end of the tube, nearest the user, was mounted a round plate in which a hole into the tube was visible. The rest of this plate had a slot carved into it that began deep at the point of the hole, but became shallower as it wound around the plate until it was barely perceptible where it met the hole once again. Attached to that plate was another plate, though the outermost edge of this one was notched at regular intervals in what gnomes referred to as a gear. Also mounted on the plate was a tightly-wound spring that fitted into the groove of the previous plate. Upon the end of the heavy spring was a small, round-tipped hammer head of sorts. This plate interlocked with a crank on the outside that the user would turn, causing the plate to turn and the spring to follow the guide around in a circle. As the spring followed the track it became more and more compressed until it reached the hole where it would uncoil, and its head would strike the projectile in the tube, launching it out the other end. The real genius of the weapon, however, was in the narrow guides atop the weapon that the creator called a hopper. The projectiles were loaded into the hopper, which could contain forty shots, and as each projectile was fired, another would fall into place within the tube thus allowing the user to continue firing without reloading.
The projectiles were another amazing feat of gnomish creation entirely. Though upon first glance they looked very much like a traditional arrow, if slightly short, there were two major differences between the two. Whereas an arrow had a notch to fit a string and fletching to guide the arrow straight, these gnomish designs had neither. The butt end of the dart-like projectiles was solid steel to withstand the force of the spring-loaded hammer, and in place of fletching, the entire shaft of the projectile had a groove that spiraled down its entire length that was said to cause the shaft to spin through the air keeping it on target. Though Mordal did not know if in fact this was the way the long darts worked, he had yet to see any shot veer off to one side or another and for that reason he presumed the gnomes were on to something big.
Listening as the approaching rider neared, Mordal scanned the surrounding area with his blessed vision. Locating a suitable spot, he headed off the road slightly towards the river. Focusing intently upon his surroundings, Mordal invoked the second part of his blessing, then winced as the pleasure coursed through his body, and he and his clothing began sprouting grass and reeds, camouflaging him perfectly with his surroundings. There he waited patiently and silently until his target came into view. At first Mordal thought himself spotted as the rider slowed his mount, but quickly realized his mistake as the great white charger was led to the river’s edge to drink and graze. 
The man upon the great white horse was nothing of immediate concern; in all actuality he appeared just a boy. In the night, aided by his blessed vision, Mordal could see everything as plainly as day, and as such he scanned the boy and his mount for any sign marking him as a messenger. Unable to locate any scroll cases, Mordal was nearly ready to leave the youth to his own musings, assuming him to simply be out at the river to meet his young lover or some other such engagement, when the boy stood once again to reclaim his pack. At that very moment, something metallic flashed from the boy’s tunic, and even at a hundred yards, Mordal recognized the medallion marking the boy as a royal courier. Raising his gnomish weapon to his shoulder, Mordal took aim just as his black stallion did something completely out of character. To Mordal’s dismay, the stallion trained to serve only him whinnied from where he had been left, drawing the boy’s attention. Seeing his quarry turn and register the sound, Mordal quickly began to turn the crank on his weapon. As the boy again turned to locate this new sound, he abruptly went down in a heap, seemingly struck by the first arrow. As a result of this the rest of the shots flew above his fallen corpse to the mount he rode in on. Then something completely unexpected happened that even a trained assassin such as Mordal had never before witnessed.
With blood pouring from several wounds, the great white mount reared up on its hind legs. With a snort it leaped over its fallen rider and came thundering across the river at an amazing speed. Though the charger had not registered Mordal, as his blessing made him all but invisible, the beast nearly trampled him causing him to dive out of the animal’s path at the last instant. He cursed loudly as several bolts spilled from the hopper on his weapon. Fortunately the great white charger had another target already picked out, and so did not turn to face him having heard him curse. 
Fitting his weapon back to his shoulder, Mordal took aim once again as the charger met his stallion upon the field. With hooves and teeth the great white war horse began its assault on his black stallion, and for a moment Mordal let his beast take the abuse. Had the animal kept its mouth shut neither of them would be in this predicament. However, even if his beast deserved the beating, he needed the animal. Turning the crank to his gnomish device, Mordal unloaded more than a dozen rounds, careful to spare his stallion any injury. Watching as the great white beast reared back, blood gushing from seemingly everywhere, Mordal witnessed it letting loose a pitiful scream before crumpling back upon its hind legs and thrashing about the ground blindly as its lifeblood pooled upon the soil.
Finally Mordal had found a messenger, though to receive payment he would need to collect the boy’s medallion and his coin purse for good measure. Collecting the bolts that had fallen from his weapon, Mordal stood, leaving his mount where it was, to go and collect the spoils of his trade. However, this night was turning out to be quite aggravating as the boy was not where he had fallen. It appeared Mordal would have to do some tracking, to which he smiled, for never in his career had a target escaped him for very long.
Excited by the thrill of the hunt, Mordal relinquished his magical camouflage and strode to the edge of the river to discern whatever details he could of the boy’s escape.
 
*****
 
Darion ducked beneath a portion of the far bank that had become washed out by the river’s slow current. This time of year the water was incredibly cold with the head waters filtering down from the mountains to the north, where winter had already staked its claim. With his teeth chattering and body shivering, Darion crouched within the small confines of his chosen hiding place and found himself in a terrible predicament. In order to entirely conceal his body, Darion was forced to kneel in the small depression in the bank, tilting his head back and leaving only his face exposed above the slow, icy cold waters. So small was the space that the roots of the vegetation above actually rested upon his face as he hid. For fear of giving away his location to the unseen attacker, Darion opened his mouth wide to keep his teeth from chattering. However, as roots dangled into his mouth, and flecks of soil fell into his throat, he was forced to fight his gag reflex. What was worse, with no way to see or hear his attacker, Darion had no idea how long he would need to wait within the icy waters, nor how long he would be able to do so. However it was not a long wait before the roots resting upon his face sagged nearer his flesh, and dirt began raining down upon him and into his mouth. Darion froze in realization, so fearful of being discovered he dared not even breathe, as his attacker was now literally standing just above his face.
 
*****
 
Mordal eyed the far bank momentarily, looking for any sign of movement in the darkness. His blessed vision showed no sign of the messenger upon the other bank. Mordal’s blessing was unique he presumed, and it had been the difference between success and failure more times than he could count. The ability to see things clearly at a distance allowed him to see details that to another assassin would be obscure. The unnatural tautness that overcame his muscles while awash in his blessing allowed him to react faster, move faster, dodge faster and even strike harder. Those two enhancements were enough to bring down most of his targets, but his ability to see the world by the heat contained within objects was the most useful at night. 
This night was a perfect example, Mordal thought, as he looked to the water flowing just beyond his toes. Though the vast majority of the water appeared a dark hue of purple in his vision, a streak flowed from just beneath him of a slightly lighter hue, meaning something down there was warming the water around it as it flowed past. Smiling to himself, Mordal reached into his belt and removed another gnomish weapon he was very fond of. It appeared to be a spear except for the fact that it was only half as long as his arm. However, with a click of a catch and a flick of the wrist, the shaft extended as section after section of steel tubing with an ever smaller diameter slid out from the larger one behind it with a series of clicks. Now the spear was as long as he was tall. Grabbing its shaft with both hands, Mordal raised his arms and drove the spear down with all his might through the soil between his boots and several feet down below the surface of the ground.
 
*****
 
Darion remained unmoving for what felt like forever, his lungs tightening in his chest, his body silently screaming for more air. He knew he would not be able to remain this way much longer and wondered what exactly his attacker was doing simply standing there on the bank. Panic threatened again and again to overcome him as the warmth leached from his body and his lungs felt as if they might explode. But even when his vision began to blur, he waited a few more seconds before he finally dared to take another breath. Slowly, more slowly than what his body cried for, Darion took a breath. Little did he know it would be his last. For just as soon as Darion had filled his lungs to capacity, he was struck unexpectedly. Though no matter how vicious the attack was, Darion felt as the blade thrust into his mouth, splitting his tongue in two before plunging out the back of his skull above his neck and then driving on down through his spine and into his vital internal organs. So swift was the strike that to Darion that final moment seemed to slow, allowing him to feel each new agonizing pain individually before the shaft of the weapon was extruded from his body, releasing vast amounts of blood from each of the wounds. As the weapon was removed from his body with a jerk and a twist, Darion, his face now below the icy waters, released his last breath in a gurgle of his own blood in an attempt to scream before his eyes rolled back and the world was lost to him.
 
*****
 
Mordal chuckled as he pulled the boy’s ruined body just far enough out of the water to remove anything of value. Taking the boy’s medallion, coin purse and dagger, the assassin then shoved the boy back into the water with his boot. Finally his mission to Valdadore was showing some promise. This messenger had more coin than some minor lords Mordal had brought to their end in his homeland. Mordal could not help but grin at his luck as he turned to regain his mount. This was going to be a lucrative venture, Mordal thought as he climbed back into his saddle, guiding the stallion to resume in their original direction.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 2 
Reunited Family and Restored Glory
 
 
Morning was quickly approaching as the last of the plans were laid in preparation to defend Valdadore. All who had spent the night awaiting orders in the chamber adjacent to the king’s study had been dismissed and told to carry out their missions with all haste. The only people who remained in that high chamber of the king’s palace were the king himself and his closest, most trusted allies. Though each of them was exhausted, both mentally and physically, Seth knew that more needed to be said before he and Sara could retire from the chamber as well. So much had changed since the battle with the black horde, Seth felt that Garret, of all people, would not only understand but also need the truth in order to realistically put to use his brother’s abilities. So after many thoughts on how to begin his tale, pausing briefly to allow Linaya to yawn, an action then repeated by everyone in the room, Seth sighed loudly and began to speak.
“There are a few things you should know, brother, in reference to myself and Sara, that not only relate to our current circumstances, but also to how we will be behaving for the unforeseeable future,” Seth began, and watched as Garret’s eyebrows lifted showing both his attention and curiosity. “Sara and I have undergone changes that greatly affect our ability to aid you. Though I was affected less than she, the most I can tell you about myself at this time is that I will be greatly hindered during daytime hours.”
“What do you mean, ‘hindered’?” Garret asked, his face scrunching up in thought.
“My eyes can no longer withstand the sun. In direct sunlight I am completely blind, though in indirect light I can see fine,” Seth answered, letting his brother guide the conversation from this point forward.
“This happened because of that final blast in the battle with the black horde?” Garret enquired.
“It did not happen so much in the blast, but as a result of what Sara and I had to endure following the blast. The entire tale I shall relate to you at a future date when there are not so many pressing things to attend to. But know this: I am more powerful now than I was then, only I must shield my face from the sun,” Seth proclaimed with a smirk.
“What of you, Sara? Has the same befallen you?” Garret asked, allowing Sara to tell her own portion of the tale.
“I wish it were so, Garret,” Sara began, her face becoming awash with pain briefly as she recalled her most recent foray into the light. “I am afraid that my condition is much worse than that of my husband.” 
“How so?” Garret asked.
“No portion of my flesh can be exposed to the sun under any circumstances,” she explained slowly. “If direct sunlight falls upon my skin, within an instant it burns away, then my muscles and vessels below that, finally even my bones.” 
Linaya gasped audibly.
“But Sara, how then do you intend to fight?” Garret asked perplexed, though continued without an answer. “You made it quite obvious you do not plan to sit this battle out, but if you cannot withstand the very sun that lights the skies, in what capacity do you intend to help?”
Without so much as an instant of hesitation, in the fraction of a blink of an eye, Sara lifted her body using the arms of her chair and slid her legs beneath her. Without pausing to think, working on the instincts of her new body alone, Sara sprang with all her might. The chair crashed against the wall behind her as her lithe body, still fully armored, sailed like an arrow across the chamber over Garret’s head. As she flew, Sara twisted in the air, and as she made contact with the opposite wall, she used her legs to slow her impact. For a fraction of a moment it appeared as though she knelt upon the wall, defying gravity completely. Garret barely caught a glimpse of this action as he swiveled in his immense chair, but watched still as Sara, pulling a sword from the wall that had been hung there as decoration, sprang again effortlessly up into the air before doing a somersault and plummeting down once more. As Sara fell through the air she again repositioned her body for maximum leverage and landed upon Garret’s huge desk in a crouch, burying the sword to the hilt through the thick, ancient wood of the desk.
“That, my brother, is how I intend to fight. If need be I will accompany Seth’s troops to fight at night. I am no longer helpless, Garret. I can hold my own,” Sara said with a mischievous smile.
“I can see that,” Garret replied, pausing a moment to ponder. “So is this also a portion of how you were changed by whatever means it was that you were altered?”
“Yes, brother.” It was Seth who answered. “Her alteration has both a very negative side, and one that thus far is quite impressive. But I will not let you accompany my troops, Sara,” Seth announced as Sara turned to face him with a somewhat confused if not angry look upon her face. “Not until you have been trained to fight by the very best and not until I have prepared you as well as I am able,” he added.
Sara smiled, her face lighting up as it had done the first day Seth had met her. Again he was being protective, trying to keep her from harm. Now, however, Seth knew she was more capable than most of defending herself, and as such he respected her enough to not argue with her wishes.
“One more thing, Garret,” Seth said, causing his brother’s eyebrows to rise once again. “I have witnessed how a small, fairly well trained force can hold its own against a much larger force and also against unbelievable odds. Sara and I can relay that information to the army and they can begin training at once, if you think it a fair plan.” Seth concluded.
 
“How is it accomplished?” Garret asked, his knowledge of battle tactics disappointedly limited.
“You break your men into small units of about twenty. Each of them is very lightly armored, carrying only a spear and a very large shield like this.” Seth picked up a piece of parchment off the floor then hunted out a quill and ink before drawing a rough sketch of the shield design. “Then your men form up in a circle, each facing the outside like this.” Seth again drew a sketch. “There is also an inner ring like this.” Once more he drew hastily. “Then in the middle the men use their shields to form a roof like this,” Seth said, completing his drawing.
 “It’s like a turtle,” Garret smiled.
“Yes, but it is a turtle that can strike in all directions and yet is invulnerable to most attacks, especially from arrows,” Seth explained.
“It is brilliant. Tomorrow, while I take my men west, you shall relay this to Sulvis and the men will begin training at once. We will need a lot of shields and spears, something we do not have in excess. I will have to have the blacksmiths working all hours of the day and night to make this happen, but I think it may be just the advantage we need,” Garret said grinning.
“You go buy us more time. I will see to it that the blacksmiths have some help,” Seth replied.
“I have not forgotten you either, Sara,” Garret said. “Since you move so quickly and effortlessly, I know the very man to train you in the use of weapons properly. Tomorrow evening you must go to the knights’ training field. He will be waiting.” 
“I will,” Sara replied simply.
“Sorry Garret, but we should be going, both to allow you to finish what needs to be done, and also for us to seek out a nice dark place to spend much of the day. I have such a spot in mind already so no need to offer us anything,” Seth stated.
“I understand, but if you need anything just come to the palace; someone will see to it you get what you need in my absence. I should only be gone a few days, if all goes well. Good luck with your preparations, and good night,” Garret said.
Rising from behind his desk Garret rounded the table to hug both his brother and Sara before they retired. Watching them go, Garret struggled inwardly about what it was that he must do next. It was dangerous, an action necessitated by need, not desire, yet if he had any chance of success in the forthcoming war, Garret knew it had to be this way. With only himself and Linaya in the room, Garret sat beside the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and leaned in, placing a light kiss upon her forehead.
“There is something you need to say, but are afraid to,” Linaya stated plainly, concern already in her voice.
“Yes.” Garret paused before regaining his resolve to continue. “We each have a task if Valdadore is to survive this battle. Each task is of the utmost importance, and we are all at risk. However, the task that I must give you puts you possibly at greater risk, but I do not know exactly what that risk might be. Where I need you to go is a complete unknown to me, but I don’t believe there is another person more suited for the task than you, Linaya.” Garret’s voice sounded harsh and strained as if he were fighting to control his emotions.
“I know you would not put me in unnecessary danger if I am to one day be your bride, Garret,” Linaya said, forcing a smile. “What task is it that you need me to do? Tell me and I will see it done.” 
“Do you promise to follow my orders precisely, no matter what it might mean for the future?” Garret asked, now looking to the floor.
“Yes,” came the simple reply.
“I need you to leave for Boulder Gate this very day and seek audience with King Brighthammer. Convince him to come to our aid. You will not be going alone, of course. I am entrusting Zorbin Ironfist with your safety. I hope that the two of you can return swiftly with news of brigades of dwarves marching to our aid. If you cannot, the two of you are to remain in Boulder Gate until I send for you,” Garret declared before looking up again to meet the eyes of the only woman to truly win his affection.
“So you would send me away to relative safety, not to return unless I bring aid? Those are your exact orders?” Linaya asked, sounding more than a little upset.
“Yes,” Garret said in a near whisper. “I cannot imagine the horrors you might face here in Valdadore should we fall. With your beauty our attackers would be overcome with lust and would use you in ways I dare not even think of.” Garret said, with obvious anger in his voice.
“I understand your wishes, and shall follow your orders, though I do not agree with them,” Linaya sighed.
“I pray you do not look down upon me for this,” Garret said. “Your appearance could do you great harm here, but could do the kingdom a great service in Boulder Gate. I hope you understand.”
“I understand the need coming from your majesty, and I understand your concern for my safety coming from you, Garret, a man who has shown me nothing but kindness and love since the very moment we met,” Linaya said. “I will do what you ask, but I have one condition,” she added with a tone of sincerity in her voice.
“A condition?” Garret asked.
“I should like to spend the remaining hours before sunrise within your arms in case I am unable to return with aid,” Linaya informed him,  somewhere between a smile and tears.
“Condition granted.” Garret turned and swept the petite woman of all his affections from her chair in a single swoop and pulled her into his lap where she curled up, wrapped within Garret’s massive arms until morning.
 
*****
 
Seth and Sara stalked down the castle stairs side by side, their footfalls timed to perfection. Reaching the base of the staircase they turned together, without pause, and strode towards the main entrance without so much as a word. The halls, even at this early hour, were far from vacant. Here on the lowest floor messengers and council members alike rushed to and fro in a hectic maelstrom of activity. Though many raced past them, most speaking a greeting as they went, the couple clad in their black armor spoke not a word as they traversed the halls of the castle. Both were lost to the world; lost in their own thoughts and musings of what would happen in the days to come. Sara daydreamed of the training and trials that she would soon see as she learned from some unknown master the art of fighting. Seth too was lost in contemplation; he had unbelievable responsibility in the outcome of the battle to come. Not only did Garret depend upon his magic on the field, but also now for helping to equip an army that over the next few weeks would be swelling to unknown numbers. Seth had other pressing duties as well. He needed to correct his vision in order to be of use at the battle, as well as complete Sara’s transformation, restoring to the woman he loved her humanity. Aside from that, Seth was now the head of the battle mages, at least until a suitable replacement could be chosen. What Seth really needed now more than anything was a place where he could be alone to think without any distractions. He knew one such place; a place that few, if any, visited. A place where he could be alone with his thoughts for a while to best work out how to juggle his new responsibilities. That is why he now walked with purpose, for he needed to reach the place before the sun broke over the walls of the castle.
Seth and Sara rounded the corner to the castle’s massive front entrance, and without so much as a command the guards posted in the doorway shoved the great wooden doors to each side. Without the need to even pause, the couple strode out into the first courtyard where two massive werewolves fell into step behind them. Seth watched them take their positions, though not with his eyes. He decided there was no better time than the present to start relaying orders.
“What of the men, Borrik?” Seth asked without turning to face his second-in-command.
“They await your orders, your majesty, though I have informed them of the impending battle,” Borrik replied.
“Very well. Now that we are in the city you shall see to it that all of the men are outfitted properly. By midday have them all armored and armed, then I will come and alter the armor to suit their needs,” Seth stated.
“Yes, your majesty,” Borrik answered.
“I prefer Seth, or Lord Seth if you are unwilling to drop a title,” Seth said with a grin.
“Yes, your maj…Sorry…Perhaps Prince Seth befits your current station?” Borrik asked.
“That will do nicely, Borrik. ‘Your majesty’ seems entirely too regal, does it not?” Seth asked.
“Perhaps for a man of your abilities and duties, my prince,” Borrik responded.
“Also tell the men that I have orders for them once they are suitably equipped, so have them prepare themselves to leave,” Seth commanded.
“Yes, my prince, and will I be accompanying them?” Borrik asked.
“I have not yet decided, Borrik. However, you may be happy to know that we now go to visit your home.” Seth’s grin returned.
“What home is that, Prince Seth?” Borrik asked, not ever recalling any place as being his home.
“The Temple of Ishanya, of course,” Seth said, now openly smiling. “Would you not like to see how it has fared in your absence?”
“I would, now that I think of it, my prince. Also your orders have been relayed. The men already begin to seek out equipment,” Borrik stated, having used his ability to communicate telepathically with the werewolf troops that he commanded.
“Very good. Have the blacksmiths they deal with send a record of debt to the palace in my name,” Seth said.
“Done,” Borrik said simply.
 
For the remainder of the walk Seth and Sara and their two werewolf shadows all remained silent, each of them deep in thought. Even so, Seth scanned with his vision of the gods to ensure their path would not encounter any unwanted resistance or surprises. As of yet he was not ready to assume that there were none within the city that harbored ill-will towards him. However, as they neared the Temple of Ishanya none of them was prepared for what they would see when the building came into sight. 
All four warriors were instantly yanked from their reverie upon coming within shouting distance of the temple. Here the streets were not those of an average early morning. Today hundreds of people milled about, talking to one another in hushed tones, each of them pausing to stare as the quartet of newcomers passed. Several pointed and whispered as they approached, and as they neared the temple proper each of them was in awe of what they beheld. It was not that the temple had been altered in any major way; in fact, the same small entry remained, unmarked, unadorned and completely undecorated. Though the building had obviously seen some scrubbing and repainting, other than its new shine it remained completely unchanged. What was entirely different was the throng of people pouring into and out of the temple. Men and women by the dozens entered, each of them carrying bundles or packages, and as one group entered another would depart empty-handed. But those people who were exiting the temple were not leaving completely. These were the people milling about in the street, gathered silently to await something. Seth had an idea what it was that they waited for. Using his vision of the gods, Seth was surprised, but not overly so, to find that all those who had congregated here, more than five hundred, were devout worshippers of Ishanya. Every moment more entered the street from all directions. Seth imagined that in less than half an hour there would be more than a thousand people outside the temple which was designed only to accommodate around a hundred at full capacity.
As the young couple clad in black armor approached the temple with their werewolf guards, the people stepped aside to let them pass easily, not out of fear it seemed, but out of respect. The people knew who they were, and Seth could not help but feel that they had also known that he would be coming here at this appointed time on this appointed day. The feeling sent shivers down his spine and set all of the hair upon his body on end. What game was Ishanya playing at?
As Sara and Seth went through the small entrance to the temple, those who came up the stairs in the opposite direction turned, retreating out of the way. Following the latest throng to enter the temple down the stairs, Seth and Sara beheld the temple in its altered state. Pausing upon the bottom step to take in the new appearance of the temple, the young couple stood in awe for a long moment. Then realizing the error in their ways, they quickly moved aside to let Borrik enter the meager temple, that only months before, stood vacant of all life but his own.
 
*****
 
Borrik stepped past his master to behold the temple he had lived in for decades in a state of repair unlike anything he had even imagined before. Though the outside and entrance to the temple remained much the same, the underground temple had changed a great deal in the many weeks past. The area where there had once been a row of short pews to each side of the entryway was now free of furniture. To one side stood a modern statue of Ishanya seated upon a cloud, looking down serenely at her followers. Another depicted Borrik’s last visit to his temple and portrayed Seth in his black robes and Sara in her skin-tight leather. Borrik was there too with the twisted features he used to have after being melded with an orc. At their stone feet was a small woman holding up a dying infant in her hands. The scene felt surreal; Borrik could barely even recall the short time he spent as a human melded solely with an orc. How far he had come since then. The remaining statues were magnificently carved, each one in obsidian, each one representing the three most powerful players in Ishanya’s game. There stood Borrik in his current werewolf body, Seth in his spiked and hideous armor with mock bones protruding from the rib cage, and Sara in her body-form armor showing exquisite female perfection. Each statue rose from the floor to the ceiling. Yet it was not the statues that really caught Borrik or his companions off guard.
Beyond what was once the sole room of worship within the temple lay a new, massive room. Row upon row of brand new, shiny pews lined the majority of the vast area, leaving only a walkway down the middle and a large stage with a dais at the far end. There was not a single space for another person to sit within the room. Every inch of every pew was loaded to capacity, and beyond that, more people stood behind the last row of pews listening intently with their ears straining to hear the words that came from a malformed woman upon the stage. Though Borrik, with his canine hearing could easily make out the woman’s words, he paid them little attention. He was much more concerned with what the woman wore.
Though she was far from a beautiful creature, being a grotesque mix of orc and human, the woman showed little concern for her appearance. She wore a white linen skirt that clung very low to her hips, and beyond that the only other scrap of cloth covering her was a sling of sorts that wrapped over her shoulder and around her waist on the opposite side. One grayish blue breast was completely exposed, and from within the white sling a babe suckled upon her other breast, openly viewable by all those attending. But no one pointed, none accused, and none seemed offended or disgusted. All was peaceful and tranquil, even with easily six hundred people in attendance. Not a child screamed and dashed into the aisle to run around, disrupting the crowd. Not a single babe wailed for attention from their mother. No one spoke out of turn. No one so much as coughed or sneezed within the sacred temple of Ishanya. All was perfect, better even than Borrik himself could have ever imagined. All this from a novice priestess, the recipient of one of Seth’s so-called miracles. Borrik was overwhelmed, but even so he could not help but hear the words that were next to come from the priestess’s lips.
“Please all rise from your seats and kneel as our goddess has seen it fit to bless us with a visit from her champion upon Thurr. Lord Seth, the Prince of Valdadore himself, has come to grace us with his blessing as promised by Ishanya,” the priestess cried before falling to her own knees.
All in the room did as commanded. Rising from the pews they all turned to face the aisle before sinking to their knees to witness the passing of Seth, his bride and their inhuman guards. Borrik stepped into the lead immediately, his instincts taking over. Though this might have once been his church, and though it was now filled with hundreds of loyal worshippers, that did not mean one of them might not be a fanatical lunatic who might think that with Seth’s blood they could be made immortal or some other such nonsense. So with Borrik in the lead, and Seth and Sara following silently behind, the group was trailed closely by Captain Jonas who took up the position of rear guard. All eyes were upon the four as they traversed the seemingly endless expanse of this new chamber of worship to come and stand directly before the priestess herself.
“Arise Sister Marina, and thank you for the very warm welcome,” Seth said, barely recalling the woman’s name. “If we could, is there some place still remaining that we could speak in private?”
“Yes, your majesty.” Marina paused before speaking once again. “Would you say some words to the congregation first? Some have been waiting here more than ten hours to see you.”
“I am no preacher. What is it you think I should say?” Seth asked in a whisper, feeling completely unprepared.
“Tell them something inspiring, something that shows the power of our goddess,” the priestess suggested.
Seth simply nodded in understanding. This was a small piece of the price he paid for his power and the original bargain struck between himself and the goddess Ishanya. Spread the word he agreed, and so he should.
“Followers of Ishanya,” Seth began, speaking loudly without yelling. “Many thought me dead, and it is true that with what I have been through I should be. Look at me though; not a scratch on me. I have been stabbed, burned in magical fire, exploded, and have disappeared altogether in a magical blast, yet I stand before you now through the power given to me by our goddess Ishanya. Behold me, but do not stop there, for the priest of this very temple stands here as a werewolf of immense power and unparalleled battle prowess. To my other side is my beautiful wife who, also through the power of Ishanya, is changed. Though you may not see it, I assure you she has become something greater than human. Witness the birth of a new era, an era in which devout followers are rewarded for their loyal worship.” Seth lowered his voice as he concluded.
Applause exploded throughout the room and Seth looked beyond the pews to see that the entry room was also now filled to capacity with people standing in attendance to hear his words. Though he felt his duty to Ishanya was more than completed, he did not want to disappoint those gathered to see him and so he began to speak again.
“As many of you may know, the kingdom of Valdadore is once again at risk. An immense army is marching this very morning towards our beautiful city to lay it to ruins. The conniving King Sigrant wishes to crush our home and claim it as his own, but my companions and I will be marching alongside the King of Valdadore, my brother, as he steps out to meet our foe. Everyone here can help preserve the kingdom that we love. As such I personally beseech you, in the name of Ishanya, to do as I command. Those of you able to train and fight make your way outside the castle this very day to be outfitted and trained for battle. Those of you unable to fight, or those of you with young children, scour the city for every scrap of metal you can find, be it mug, armor, spoon or nail, and donate it to the nearest blacksmith. Beyond that, the army will need straight wooden shafts for the production of arrows and spears. Leave the city and travel to the nearest forest and collect what usable material you can and return with all haste. Those are my orders, and though I apologize for the disruption, I need to speak to the priestess at some length, but will return her to tend to you all as quickly as possible.” Seth looked out on a room of nodding heads.
Everyone in the congregation understood his meaning well, and no sooner had Seth turned to collect his comrades and the priestess than the room erupted into organized motion. Each of them would do what they could to help the cause. And why? Because Seth, the man labeled a Death Mage by the previous king, labeled a champion of the goddess Ishanya, temporarily labeled dead and now labeled the Crown Prince of Valdadore, seemingly the most powerful mortal to walk the face of Thurr, had commanded them to. Now Seth felt he was making progress, but before he could decide on how to approach the vast majority of his tasks he needed some answers from the priestess.
After collecting the young woman and her babe, Seth and his companions followed her through a twisting corridor that led further back and down into the ground from the previous large antechamber. Marina explained to them as she walked that each of these rooms had existed in the building’s original construction and had only been sealed off as the goddess’s following dwindled. It seemed now that more than a dozen rooms existed in the underground temple, each of them having been cleaned, restored and refurnished through donations to the temple’s cause. 
They soon entered a relatively small chamber near the end of the long, winding corridor. The room was sparsely decorated, unlike many others they had passed, though it held a large rectangular table covered in exquisite carvings with several upholstered chairs to match. Each piece of furniture had been oiled to a deep crimson tone and polished to shining perfection. It was apparent that for the craftsman responsible for this work, it had not been a job but a labor of love.
Rounding the table, each in accompany took a seat where they sat silently a moment, each of them working out just how to begin the conversation. Each of them admired the carvings upon the table, occasionally looking around the room at the rest of the quiet faces. Much to everyone’s surprise it was Sara who first broke the silence.
“Your child appears to be doing well,” Sara remarked, gesturing towards the priestess’s baby who had momentarily stopped its suckling as it dozed off, its bluish mouth still making sucking movements.
“Yes, thank you, Princess Sara. My boy is growing very strong. Had it not been through the grace of Ishanya and the power of Prince Seth, today neither of us would be here,” the priestess replied in an unnaturally deep tone for a woman.
“Indeed,” Seth responded. “Through the grace of Ishanya indeed,” he added sarcastically before continuing. “So tell us of the congregation and the temple. How many attend now? How is it the temple was restored in such a short amount of time? What else should we know about the happenings of the city in our absence?”
The priestess dutifully answered Seth’s questions, assuring him that the church now had a following of about a thousand and a half patrons, though it could only accommodate a fraction at a time. The building had been restored to its former glory through donations from the congregation, both monetarily and through services rendered. She assured him it had not been very costly as it turned out the actual structure was preexisting and only the items within the temple needed to be furnished. Most of these had also been donated, such as the table they attended now, as well as the statues at the base of the stairs and various other pieces throughout the temple. It wasn’t until after this explanation that the priestess revealed a fact that Seth believed to be the most important detail of her entire story.
Upon being opened, each of the previously sealed chambers had been cleared of debris, cleaned and restored, though the work was minimal as most of the rooms had been completely empty apart from perhaps a decaying piece of furniture or two. It was not until near the end of the renovations when a cracked wall was being repaired that a pair of masons discovered a hidden chamber off one of the smaller rooms that was anything but empty. The small vault held many an item, though mostly it held records and writings of the temple from previous ages. Sadly the majority of these had decayed and fallen apart at a touch. Some items still remained however that were legible. 
However, these were not what really caught Seth’s attention. It was only when the priestess mentioned coins and weapons with odd carvings upon them that Seth really began to wonder at the worth of this find. Not its value in money, but something much deeper; something that had been nagging at Seth’s mind since the day he was awarded the gnarled old staff that had belonged to an aged illusionist. Something moreover that Seth believed could make all the difference in this particular battle that quickly approached. Though as anxious as he could ever remember feeling, Seth bit his tongue, remaining silent, while Borrik and the priestess discussed her teachings at some length. They also talked about the temple’s standing in the community, its projects and other such churchy things that Seth could not care less about. 
Sara, it seemed, was quite intrigued by the entire conversation, as she listened intently and asked a few questions of her own. Seth, on the other hand, drowned out the conversation for the most part, wishing each moment for them to finish talking. It was when he finally felt the urge to scream, unable to wait any longer, that he pulled himself back to the real world and realized that everyone in the room was looking at him questioningly. Apparently the conversation had in fact ended, and he presumed that he had been asked the final question, though he had no idea what that might have been.
“I’m sorry. I am very tired and my mind is burdened with a great many things,” Seth said slyly. “What is it you asked?”
“Would you care to see any of the other chambers, Prince Seth?” the priestess asked humbly.
“Yes, I would like to see this hidden chamber you found along with every item that was within it,” Seth answered quickly.
“All the items that were found within the vault, as we call it, remain there except for those that were unsalvageable. Also all of the donations I have received in excess have been stored there as well,” Marina replied, rising from her seat to guide them once again.
Seth stood to follow the woman’s lead, surprised at her current situation. Though he had mutated both her and her child into a grotesque blending of orc and human, she appeared to be completely comfortable in her new, oily, blue skin. She certainly showed enough of it. Not only had she dealt well with her alteration, but she had taken her duties to the temple to heart and ran with them as if it was what she was born to do. Again Seth thought about how unlikely it was that these events could have just randomly fallen into place, so seemingly perfectly. As he followed the priestess he could not help but wonder once again if the goddess Ishanya had had a hand in bringing the young woman and her dying child to fall at his feet a month or so prior. 
But before he could dwell upon it further, they entered another room, this one appearing as vacant quarters for a servant to the temple. If it held a hidden vault, Seth presumed that this room was reserved for the priest, which would have been Borrik, but these days Seth questioned if Borrik held as much interest in the temple as he once had. Reaching the wall opposite the door the priestess reached up and pulled upon a sconce mounted into the wall, causing it to slide out towards her by several inches. Stepping across the wall the priestess stretched up to a second sconce and turned it a quarter turn to the left with an audible click. The sound of metal clanking upon metal resounded from behind the wall as a large slab slowly lifted to reveal a passageway beyond. As the wide slab rose higher, more and more of the room beyond was revealed, though to be honest it did not look like much.
Within the room were narrow tables with wooden crates upon them lining the walls. Each crate had a word painted upon the visible side, labeling what contents it held within. There was a small crate for scrolls, another for tomes, one labeled ‘artwork’, and yet another labeled ‘items’. Beyond those were a few crates with names upon them of no importance. Entering the room Seth looked around and found what it was he was seeking. Upon the same wall as the only entry, hidden from view from outside, was a weapons rack. Though nearly barren, a few blades remained upon it as well as a shield, a helm and a breastplate. All looked peculiar in make, though it was probably more due to the period in which they were crafted. As more modern styles were created, older weapons and armor were usually reforged into more modern versions. Though each of the items was unquestionably old, none of them showed any sign of rust or decay. Approaching the rack, Seth slid his finger down the edge of one of the blades therein and, as expected, the weapon’s edge appeared to have been recently sharpened.
“Have these weapons or armor been tended to and properly restored like the rest of the temple?” he asked the priestess.
“No, your majesty,” she replied.
As Seth had hoped, this was their original condition, and as such he believed he knew their true secret. Judilanthaliz, the gray-robed mage he had spent a short time apprenticed to, had once mentioned enchanted weapons to him. The staff Seth had won while being tested by the previous King Valdadore had shown him that it was possible to enchant an item. Seth could not wait to study the objects and as a quick test he focused upon his vision of the gods. Each of the weapons and pieces of armor upon the rack had its own aura of life, just as he expected. Some were visibly dimmer than others, but each item had power within it. Seth was ecstatic. If he could learn the secret of imbuing items with such power, he could find a way to even the odds between his kingdom and its attacker. In his mind he imagined bows that shot arrows of lightning and fire, swords that struck with both magic and blade, and shields that shone as bright as the sun, blinding all who attacked the bearer. Seth needed to get to work, but just as importantly, the secret could lie within one of the writings within this very room. He needed to find it as quickly as possible.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 3 
Sacrificing love and Saving Home
 
 
Morning, and the tremendous duties it brought with it, came entirely too swiftly for Garret who stirred within his chair as the first rays of sun broke through his study’s window. Linaya remained curled in his lap, her head upon his shoulder, which at any other time would have been very pleasant. But having just awoken, Garret found it a little uncomfortable and more than a bit embarrassing in his current condition. Softly, Garret pulled the hair over Linaya’s shoulder and whispered into her ear that it was time for them to get ready for the day. Linaya began to stir slowly, but Garret, shifting his weight to hide his predicament, seemed rather too impatient to get Linaya out of his lap. At first she was hurt by his impatience, but realized quickly his reason for it. Moving as if to do as Garret asked, Linaya took hold of each arm of the large chair they inhabited and swung her feet off Garret’s lap to the floor. Then rising just enough to bear her own weight, Linaya placed her bottom right in Garret’s lap and gave it a little wiggle just to tease him.
“You know, if you called upon Gorandor right now you could probably launch me across the room,” Linaya laughed as she rose from the chair in earnest this time.
“Very funny,” Garret muttered, his cheeks unusually red.
“Oh my, your majesty, I know I must go visit with the dwarves, but when I return do you think I could have a position upon your staff?” Linaya asked, attempting to sound serious through her giggles. “It appears I could be a nice fit and provide you with a great service,” she continued nearly in tears.
Garret’s face grew hotter and hotter, but fortunately for him, as the blood rushed to redden his face, it allowed other places to return to normal. Garret was now able to get his revenge. Lunging from the chair, Garret snatched up Linaya’s petite form within his muscular arms and flung her upon his desk, pinning her down. Linaya, though caught off guard, giggled in delight feeling assured she was about to be granted the position she had just spoken of. However, Garret had other plans.
Taking both her small wrists in one hand Garret began to tickle her mercilessly, causing her to flail her body this way and that, laughing all the while, tears streaming freely from her eyes. Relentlessly Garret continued the barrage, giving the small woman he was sure he loved an endless assault until the point she could barely breathe because she laughed so hard. Feeling that Linaya could take no more, Garret released her slender wrists and began to rise from the desk in an attempt to release her. But Linaya didn’t want to be released. Throwing her arms around his neck, Linaya dragged Garret back down onto her and hugged him tight for many moments. Finally, Linaya slowly relinquished her grasp, allowing Garret to rise anew. This time fighting back tears of sadness, she spoke shakily.
“I will go prepare to leave at once, though I fear I will not know what to do should I fail,” Linaya said.
“Do just as I have asked,” Garret replied softly. “Wait for me, and I will come to you.”
“Do you promise?” Linaya asked. “Can you promise me you will be OK? Can you promise me we will be together again? Can you promise me that I won’t be burying another man I love this season?” She no longer tried to suppress her tears. “How can you be so sure that all will go as you plan?” Linaya then demanded.
Though Garret knew the reality of the situation, and was aware he could promise no such thing, he replied as honestly as he was able, knowing that Linaya would not accept a promise that was a lie.
“You know I cannot promise, but I am sure we shall see each other again. The gods watch over you and I. Why should they bring us together for such a short time only to see us ripped apart again if we are not to be reunited? I have to believe that what I am doing is right. I have to believe that you will again be in my arms. It is the only thing that gives me the strength to carry on. Though I must fight this battle to save my kingdom, it is for my love of you that I will fight when there is no fight left within me. Gorandor as my witness, no blade or bow nor fire-breathing demon will keep me away from you forever,” Garret barely whispered, tears threatening to escape his own eyes. “We have to win this battle.”
“Very well,” Linaya stated simply as she rose from the desk.
Reaching up to kiss Garret upon the cheek, she changed her mind and instead grabbed the large man’s chin and pulled their mouths together for a long, passionate but saddening kiss. Releasing his lips, Linaya turned and strode out the door without so much as a goodbye.
 
*****
 
An hour after sunrise the night-time chill began to burn off Valdadore as Mordal approached the great white walls of the capital city of this realm. What he’d heard was true: Valdadore was an imposing structure built to have every tactical advantage, but that was to keep armies at bay, not single men. Mordal eyed the immense stone walls as he approached, assuming that come nightfall he would have to scale one of them. However, as he neared the city he discovered quite the opposite. People by the hundreds were pouring both into and out of the city gates, and large tents and canopies had been erected recently outside the walls as if everyone prepared for a festival. There appeared to be only a pair of guards at the gate, and as such Mordal could not believe his luck. Valdadore seemed completely unaware of the impending doom already marching towards it. Though he had planned on finding the gates drawn and barred, here they stood open without so much as a question being asked to all that entered. Mordal had thought this portion of his mission would prove difficult, however he was beginning to believe he would be well on his way back home before the week’s end.
Passing through the gate unhindered, Mordal sauntered up the cobbled streets of Valdadore, looking for suitable accommodation and getting a feel for the city. Something was amiss, though he saw no signs of increased patrols or even extra guards upon the walls. He did not see any garrisons of soldiers marching through the city in preparation to leave, and he thanked Abernash for his good fortune. Valdadore lay open to him like a common whore, and as such Mordal planned to carry out his task this very night. But first he needed to plan an exit strategy.
For hours Mordal rode the streets on his black stallion memorizing the layout of the city. The task it seemed would be made even simpler following the completion of his mission for from every entrance into the castle complex a road stretched straight across the city in each direction to the outer wall. It would be a straight run from the castle to the outer gate if he ran into any trouble. If he didn’t, then Mordal decided he might just relax in the city for a few days before returning home to collect his reward. Valdadore was incredibly clean, and even felt welcoming to a man of his nature. Assured all was in order, the assassin grinned. Pulling on the reins, he led his mount back towards the poorest looking tavern he had seen whilst he explored.
 
*****
 
As promised Seth allowed Marina to return to her congregation to spread his orders as more followers filtered into and out of the temple throughout the day. Knowing his time was limited, Seth needed to devour every piece of literature in the vault before midday, before he needed to begin preparing his own troops to leave the city. That being so he put Sara, Borrik, and Jonas to work alongside him, searching through the scrolls and tomes left behind from ages past.
“I don’t know what they may have called the method, but look for anything that deals with applying magic to weapons or other inanimate objects. They might call it imbuing or enchanting or something else entirely so pay close attention, but read as quickly as you are able,” Seth told the others before they each went to work.
What Seth did not expect was that barely five minutes into their work, Borrik thrust a tome into his face, his clawed hand covering most of the pages.
“My prince, I believe what you seek is here, or rather not here for that matter,” Borrik stated in his deep, gritty voice.
Taking the tome from Borrik, Seth carefully began at the top of the page, deciphering the ancient handwritten script as best as he was able. By all accounts the book appeared to be a journal of sorts accounting the life and actions of a man named Findalt and had been written by a priest of Ishanya. The further Seth read, the more he realized that Findalt was not a common man but one blessed by the goddess, like himself. The man was a mage of great power, though at some point his power was lost to him. The last lines of the second page Seth read, held the secret that Seth hoped would unlock the means by which he could recreate the method of infusing weapons and armor with magical abilities. They said simply this: 
Findalt, having lost the source of his power, fears too that he will forget how to use it properly once restored. I think him gone mad in the absence of his blessing for he shows me a small leather tome, explaining to me that with the last of his power he wrote the secrets of his abilities within the palm-sized pamphlet. However upon swearing to protect it with my life, I open the tome to reveal page after empty page. Ishanya, having forsaken Findalt, has broken both his mind and soul. Though sworn to my duty, I shall protect the small tome of black leather as if it were of immense value, and shall pass on the duty to another when my time is ended. A promise sworn shall be a promise kept.
Seth could not believe his eyes as his mouth dropped open in disbelief. Each of his companions stood silently staring at him, each wearing their own version of a questioning look. It seemed impossible, though again Seth felt Ishanya’s hand playing with his destiny. Reaching behind his shoulder, Seth gave the strap that held his breastplate in place a swift yank disengaging the buckle. Allowing the armor to dangle loosely, Seth slid his hand and arm beneath his armor to the pocket in his trousers. Despite it appearing useless until now, Seth had not yet managed to decide to discard the thing he now extracted from his clothing. Pulling his hand free he held out before him a small leather tome. It was the same leather tome that, as a priest, Borrik had committed murder to collect for him following an order given to the priest by the goddess Ishanya herself. Seth was sure the scripture he had just read  held the answer to unlocking what was written upon the apparently blank pages. Flipping the small, worn book open with his finger, Seth showed those in attendance the blank pages within.
“With the last of his power, he wrote the secrets of his abilities,” Seth repeated.
Pulling a small portion of power from the reserves he held from his battle with the insect-like Zoombas, Seth released it into the small book in his palm. Watching with his vision of the gods, Seth witnessed as the power danced along the surface of the book for many long seconds, as if seeking a point of entrance. Then all at once the transformation occurred. The cover rippled as a small golden glyph appeared upon the outermost edge of the pages which themselves began to pulse at first with a dull pink light, slowly growing in intensity and depth as the color changed gradually from pink to red and then again to purple. As the intensity of the purple glow reached its climax, it appeared briefly as if the pages burst into unholy fire before the flames and pulsing light extinguished. Written clearly upon the pages now were both words and symbols, but they were written with threads of magic, hidden from the eyes of everyone over the ages and everyone currently in the room. Everyone but Seth.
As his companions looked on with expressions of either confusion or defeat, Seth flipped through the pages, assuring himself that he would not have to repeat the process for each page. Then without so much as looking up at those around him he gave his instructions.
“Sara, find a room to rest and sleep through the day. You have training tonight. I know none of you can see it, but I have reading and other work to do. Borrik, make sure the men come to the temple here at midday when they have retrieved all that I ordered earlier and I will see them prepared and send them on their way. In the meantime, have everyone rest and eat as best as they are able. I need to be alone.” Seth said leaving no room for questioning or debate.
Without so much as a response, Seth’s companions left him to his own devices, each of them realizing the importance of the discovery he had just made and the tremendous burden upon him for his role in the upcoming battle. Alone, Seth stripped his breastplate off completely and rested it upon the floor. Sitting on the floor as well, Seth leaned against the wall and began to read the small tome. As he did so, his vast mind cataloged each passage, linking them together, making sense of the scribbling of a mage long dead and gone. Several symbols were described and depicted within the book. Each of these represented the pattern created by the life-force within it. Each one of them he could recreate out of pure power; each of them he learned how to attach to an item; each of them a secret worth a million lives. 
Seth finished the book in less than an hour and sat soaking in the new knowledge and understanding of how the power worked within each and every thing upon Thurr. Even the wind was born of life power, though so vast was a single breath of wind that the power within it was too subtle to see unless you studied it for vast amounts of time. Seth had not done so, but fortunately his predecessor had. Apparently the mage had been long of life for he had studied many things. In the tome he shared only a small fraction of his knowledge, but it was imparted in such a way as to give the reader a much greater understanding of the power he wielded. Seth needed to test his new insight, and looking to his breastplate beside him, he found his first subject.
Having his first test already securely in his mind, Seth withdrew a small portion of his power and, forcing his will upon it, stretched it into a strand no thicker than a hair. Then carefully Seth began to lay the strand upon his breastplate, slowly and delicately so as to not break the strand itself. Loose in the world the power was like the thread of a spider’s web, infinitely fragile. Breathing too hard could even break the delicate strand. The power too seemed to be sticky in a way, as if it wanted or needed to be contained within something of purpose, for as soon as the strand touched something solid it bound to it immediately. Several times Seth was forced to re-consume the power, recreate the strand and start anew. Finally however, after many attempts, with sweat beading on his forehead from the concentration, Seth laid the last of the strands into position and inspected his work. Comparing the tiny, delicate symbol on the breastplate with the one etched permanently in his brain, Seth was satisfied with his work. Now that the foundation was laid, Seth poured more power into the symbol and watched as its aura expanded to encompass the entire breastplate, wrapping it within a protective layer of magic. His task completed, it was time to test his enchantment, which was called ‘retribution by fire’ by the mage Findalt.
Seth looked around the room for something to test his enchantment with, his own sword having been lost in his recent battle with the Zoomba queen. Picking an ancient blade from the rack beside him, Seth stood to put a little distance between himself and the breastplate, just in case. Then, raising the sword in one hand, Seth wrapped himself in power for protection before swinging his arm down to strike his own armor. He was not even remotely prepared for what happened next.
 
*****
 
Garret remained in silence for a quarter of an hour in his study, alone. He steeled himself mentally for the day as best as he was able, though he knew much of his plan was more a hope and a prayer than an actual strategy. Like he had told Linaya, he had to succeed. An entire kingdom was counting on him, and he could not fail them. Most of all, he did not want to fail Linaya. Imagining her smile and bright, beautiful eyes, Garret strode from his study to attend his morning meeting in the war room.
Head held high and shoulders thrust back, Garret shoved the doors to the war room open, appearing to all those that looked upon him as a vision of fearlessness. Not bothering to seat himself, Garret approached the head of the table and stood behind his chair, gripping the back of it roughly, his knuckles turning white. 
“I am leaving with a few of my knights to prepare the road for our unwanted visitors. In my absence I expect nothing but the impossible to be accomplished. I need an army raised, trained and equipped within no more than a few weeks. I need all provisions and citizens from outlying areas to be gathered and brought within the city for protection. I need the guard upon the wall at full alert, and fully manned. But what I need from all of you more than anything else is answers instead of questions. You all know your place in the city and in the council. Each of you knows what must be done in this scenario. We are under attack, and though I plan to march out to meet the enemy, in order for that to happen we need longer to prepare. I will go buy what time I can, and my brother sends his troops and his wife to do the same. You see…all of us must make some sacrifices this day. I am counting on each of you to ready us for war as best as we are able, and prepare the city for a siege if we should falter on the field of battle. The council will rule the city in my absence, though every resource shall be spared to my brother, the prince, if he should ask. Are we all in understanding?” Garret asked and the response was heard even outside the castle.
“Aye!” the royal council shouted as if they were of one voice.
With that Garret turned to Jordin Mason, the new Captain to the Knights of Valdadore, and gave his first direct order of the day.
“Gather my knights and meet me outside the castle in a half an hour. Come equipped, and bring a mount. We will be riding hard. Prepare for a week and no less,” Garret ordered.
Without a word, Jordin slammed his fist to his chest in salute and then sprinted out the door to do as he was commanded.
“The gods be with us,” Garret said, as he turned on his heel and strode from the room.
Returning to his personal chambers, Garret closed the door behind him and leaned against it heavily. So much rested on him, and yet he could see no way to save the lives of his people. Sure, it was still possible they could win this war, or at least delay it. Many would die, though, and with Garret drafting so many into service, many who died would be young, having experienced so little yet. Others would be veterans who had seen enough blood already for many lifetimes, praying to spend the rest of their days in peace. Garret, using the power of king, was consigning innocent men to die but he could see no other avenue. It was their only hope.
Crossing the room Garret sat down upon his bed hard and caught a familiar scent. Linaya’s perfume lingered upon the sheets and for that he was thankful. At some point Garret hoped to return to sleep upon this bed, and though Linaya would be leagues and leagues away, he could still feel close to her if he closed his eyes and imagined. Removing his boots and undressing, Garret redressed in his knightly garb and donned his armor as well, double checking every strap and buckle. Selecting a sword from the collection in his room, Garret strapped the sheath to his back and snatched up his helm before leaving the room vacant, but not empty. Here there remained memories, and memories lasted forever.
Garret stepped out of the last gate of the many courtyards surrounding the palace. Awaiting his arrival were his knights; only nine remained and fewer would be sharing in his task. Each man saluted him as he approached, and Garret returned the motion in kind. Coming to stand among his men, Garret decided to give the most painful orders first.
“Zorbin, my trusted friend, you will not be joining us on this little adventure for I have a more important task for you,” Garret stated and continued without awaiting a response from the stocky dwarf. “Go and collect Lady Linaya. The two of you are to go with all haste to Boulder Gate. You take her straight to the king, and the two of you convince the gray beard to send us aid,” Garret finished.
“What if he refuses? Shall I be knockin’ some sense into ‘im?” Zorbin asked with a grin.
“No. If he will not send aid, you are to remain there as his guest until I send you further orders,” Garret replied.
“Yes, yer majesty.” Zorbin’s thick dwarven voice filtered out of his helm.
His orders received, Zorbin left the group of knights, disappearing through the same gate Garret had just emerged from. Garret watched until his stocky friend vanished from view, then turned back to his men.
“Malik, you will be staying behind as well. You are to stay and train Princess Sara in the art of battle,” Garret told him.
“Seriously, my king? You wish me to teach a girl to fight?” Malik asked, his face a mask of disbelief.
“Watch your tongue, Malik, for if you cut her any slack, she will likely cut it out. I suggest you have a healer on hand,” Garret added.
“I will, my king, though I will try not to hurt her,” Malik promised.
“The healer is for you, not her,” Garret replied with a smile, to which all the men laughed. “Meet her upon the training grounds at nightfall as she has other duties during daylight hours.”
“Yes, your majesty,” the loyal knight said before gathering his mount and returning to the knight’s garrison.
“Jordin, you too will remain behind to keep a close eye on our defenses. The rest of you are coming with me, but first we need to stop by a blacksmith and purchase some stout shovels,” Garret said with a grin.
No one even bothered to ask about the shovels, and Garret was a bit disappointed at that fact. He was sure they must be questioning the statement. None the less, each of them would follow his orders even if he told them they were to wear dresses and each marry a goblin. Well, perhaps not then, but anything reasonable they would listen to for sure. But now it was time to go match wits with Mother Nature, and lend brawn to soil to create a better tomorrow.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 4
New Skill, New Understanding
 
 
Seth stood, poised in the small chamber with the ancient blade held above his head. He wasn’t sure how hard to strike in order to set off the enchantment he had bestowed upon his breastplate, but decided to hit it as hard as he was able. Swinging the blade down with all his might, Seth threw his body weight into the blow. Driving the blade downward Seth braced himself not only for the impact, but also for the reaction thereafter. Immediately Seth wished he had taken a moment to inspect the blade before choosing it. As the sword contacted the breastplate three things happened simultaneously. First, the breastplate exploded into blazing fire on the outside surface, sending wave after pulsing wave of fire in the direction of the would-be attacker. Luckily Seth had anticipated this and as such attacked from an odd angle to avoid being burned. However, unexpected to Seth, the blade also burst into flame, sending a wave into the breastplate where it was magnified by the power contained in the armor. 
Then Seth realized his biggest mistake of all. Having swung the sword as hard as he could, the enchanted blade had managed to pierce through the breastplate, and become wedged therein. Such was the case that Seth watched in helpless horror as an entirely unexpected result began to play itself out. With each wave of fire the sword lanced into the breastplate, the plate both absorbed and released that fire with its own return assault. The sword then did the same in return, but with each cycle from weapon to armor, the size of the blast doubled, and already with each cycle, the available space to retreat into within the room grew exponentially smaller. Within a few more seconds everything in the room would be consumed in magical fire if Seth could not stop the process.
Acting on instinct, Seth reached out to siphon the power from both objects. Grasping both auras with his own power, he pulled. Seth felt as the breastplate relinquished its aura and watched the cycle stop immediately. His troubles were not entirely over, and as the next few seconds unfolded Seth began to panic anew as the sword’s true nature began to reveal itself. Pulling at the sword’s aura, Seth felt the sword pull back as if it had the same ability that he had. With the object unwilling to yield its power, yet still sending wave after wave of magical fire into the now, un-enchanted breastplate, Seth realized he had to try again to stop the process. This time, Seth treated the ancient sword as he would a blessed member of the races of man. Grasping at the sword’s aura with all his might, Seth tried to rip the aura from the object. What he felt in retaliation showed the blade’s wicked nature. As Seth tugged at the blade’s aura, the blade did the same in turn to Seth. The sword did not relinquish its aura, but Seth watched as his own aura began to diminish as it was siphoned into the blade. 
Though panic threatened to overtake him, Seth had studied this enchantment and knew not only its name, but also how it worked. Return Fire, was the name of the enchantment upon the ancient blade. Designed to return any means of magical attack thrown at it, like a mimic of sorts, as the breastplate attacked the sword with magical fire, so too did the sword retaliate with fire of its own. Now, however, as Seth tried to strip the power from the relic, in retaliation it was now siphoning his power. Seth, seeing the enchantment for what it was, reacted in the only logical way that he could think of. Separating a large portion of his still bloated aura, Seth sent the power to surge into the ancient blade, which in turn stopped the siphoning of his power. Not only did it stop but the blade also magnified the process and sent a wave of power rushing back into Seth, near double what he had given. As Seth had hoped, the blade was enchanted to not only retaliate in the manner in which it was attacked, but it was also designed to use its own power to increase the magnitude of such retaliation. As Seth consumed the power flowing into him from the sword, he watched as the antique destroyed its own enchantment, having given all of its power to Seth as a final attempt at retribution. Seeing his ploy work successfully, Seth sighed loudly before sitting down for attempt number two.
Retribution by fire had been a success on the breastplate, except for the part where it nearly got out of control and killed him. That being as it was, Seth decided to take an approach that did not include hitting any enchanted item with another enchanted item. This way seemed safer. Picking up his damaged breastplate, Seth grasped the ancient sword. Twisting it first one way and then another, he managed after several moments to separate the two items. Pouring his power to his will, Seth repaired the damage to his breastplate before continuing with his next experiment. Pulling from his vast reserves of power, over the next three hours Seth created three different symbols upon his breastplate from strands of pure life energy. The first symbol’s meaning was ‘absorb’, and attached to it was the symbol for the magical realm of Thurr. Connected below this symbol was the symbol for containment. Seth believed, if his understanding was correct, that his breastplate could now work to absorb the energy from magical attacks, and contain that energy for him to siphon from in a pinch. 
Before testing his theory, Seth poured energy into the breastplate once again until it had an aura large enough to encompass the entire surface of the piece of armor. That completed, Seth tested the magical armor. Creating a tiny fireball, Seth lanced the small missile into the breastplate where it exploded across the surface of the metal. As the fire expanded over the breastplate, a flash of pale light pulsed out from the metal. Remaining unscathed physically, the breastplate’s aura grew by a miniscule amount. The first test was a success, and Seth could not help but smile to himself within the small chamber. 
Emboldened by his triumph, Seth summoned another fireball, easily a hundred times the size of the first, and sent it to crash into his own armor upon the floor. Again the fire encompassed the surface of the breastplate, seemingly hitting its target as intended. However, again a pulse of pale light flashed and, where the flames had been, an unscathed breastplate remained, having absorbed the flames. Success number two! Now Seth knew the breastplate could withstand any magical attack, and so he decided to try something else. 
Seth drew another strand of power from himself, and fashioned with it a small sphere-like symbol within his palm. Carefully raising the sphere to his lips, Seth whispered into the magical bubble a single word, before he then added it to the side of the previous containment symbol upon the breastplate. Carefully, without damaging either symbol, Seth connected the two before admiring his work. Assuming the plate had enough stored power to make his trial easily visible, Seth pulled one of the wooden crates from the table. He set it carefully in front of the breastplate, which he angled precisely after leaning the piece of armor against the wall. Then stepping back as far as he could, Seth repeated the word he had earlier whispered into the magic symbol.
“Release!” Seth nearly shouted the command he had chosen.
As he had hoped the breastplate responded as expected, if not a bit more forceful than intended. With all the power consumed from both fireballs, the energy contained within the breastplate was expelled in a whoosh of raw force, driving the crate backwards across the room where it shattered into splinters against the far wall. Yet another success. Seth, beginning to understand the process more and more, pulled yet another strand of energy from himself, and began shaping it upon the breastplate. This new symbol he also attached off both the containment symbol and the command symbol. Ready for yet another test, Seth first attacked the breastplate with a small fireball. Watching the armor consume the power, Seth again spoke the command.
“Release!” Seth said and watched as the breastplate responded. A fireball nearly identical in size shot out from the breastplate without warning and crashed, hissing and smoking, into the far wall, leaving a scorch mark upon the stone. Another success, and with it came much understanding. Though these were some of the easiest symbols to create and connect into chains and patterns, Seth had garnered a lot of useful information from just these few tests. With that information came hope that with enough time and the right supplies, Seth could create objects unlike anything the world had ever seen before: objects that in the right hands could sway entire battles and end wars. Though he was in desperate need of rest, this new hope drove Seth to remain alert throughout the day as he studied the ancient weapons within the room, and practiced enchanting items to different effects time and again.
It was during one such experiment that Seth realized the error of his previous thinking. Earlier he had imagined himself enchanting weapons by the thousands to create an invincible army for Valdadore. Now he realized that such a deed would be in error. For any one nation to be vastly more powerful than another would upset the balance in Thurr. The entire world would be afraid of that particular nation, and through their fear, all would grow to hate those who held the power. This in mind Seth began rethinking the way he assembled the chains of symbols upon his breastplate. As he toyed with this new direction he came to a conclusion. Either one man in the nation, who was trustworthy and incorruptible, should be trusted with the power of highly enchanted weapons and armor, or the entire nation should be equipped with a limited resource of power to dissuade their enemies. They were more for show than for real tactical advantage, perhaps both. With this in mind, Seth set himself to designing a new chain of magical symbols, both simple and easy to replicate. It was a chain of five symbols: absorb, magical realm, containment, illumination, command. After having completed the simple chain, Seth performed a simple test upon his breastplate for the final time that day.
Unleashing first a fireball, and then a burst of raw power at the piece of armor, Seth watched as both manifestations of his power were absorbed into the breastplate’s aura. Then speaking the command he had infused the armor with, the breastplate flared to life with blinding white light for near a quarter of an hour until all the power it had absorbed was consumed. His test successful, Seth waited an additional several moments for his eyes to stop watering, readjust and focus before he stood to exit the vault. Collecting his breastplate, Seth exited the room, closing the secret door behind him. 
Turning, Seth could not help but to grin to himself as he noticed Borrik leaning heavily into the corner of the room, fast asleep. Some guard he made, Seth thought. But immediately Borrik’s ears twitched having caught some sound inaudible to Seth, and his eyes popped open as he quickly got his bearings and surveyed the room for danger.
“My prince, the afternoon grows late and your troops have come as commanded,” Borrik growled.
“Yes, my task was more time consuming than I had imagined it would be, but let’s get to business, shall we? Where are the men?” Seth asked, one eyebrow rising slightly.
“They are here within the temple, my prince. Shall I take you to them?” Borrik asked, stretching his muscles.
“No, Borrik, that is fine. You can tell the men to come to this room in pairs, and then you yourself may retire and get some much deserved rest. I don’t think I have seen you sleep in weeks,” Seth added.
“I rest when I am able,” Borrik admitted. His head turned slightly askew, as if listening to something in the distance. He paused briefly before he continued speaking. “The men have been given your orders, master, and the first pair nears now. Also Sara has risen from her slumber and comes as well.”
“Very well Borrik, and thank you, but I’ll be needing one more thing before you go,” Seth added, and continued without awaiting a response. “See if a couple of your men can bring myself and Sara something to eat and drink. I have a feeling it will be a long night for the both of us.” 
“Very well. Connor Falion is already on his way to fetch you both a meal. Will that be all?” Borrik asked.
“Yes Borrik, that will be all,” Seth smiled. “Now go get some rest, mingle with the men, do something that amuses you. It is no matter to me what you do, just go and take a break for the night.”
Without another word Borrik turned and left the chamber, ducking slightly through the doorway as he turned into the hall. Seth listened as his footfalls grew quieter with each step and eventually disappeared altogether. Seconds later he heard new footfalls in the corridor, and a moment after a pair of Seth’s werewolf troops entered the room. These were his common troops, slightly larger than normal men, well-muscled, and covered with a layer of downy fur. Their stunted muzzles and sweeping foreheads with long pointed ears gave them a very canine appearance, though inwardly they were actually more human than wolf. Seth felt somewhat ashamed as the men entered, bowed low and greeted him as their master. Truth be told, the hybrid beasts, through their feral understandings, believed him to be their creator. In their eyes he was a living god who walked among the inhabitants of Thurr. Call it a twist of fate, but thus far the arrangement had no downside that Seth could discover.
Motioning for his men to rise, Seth bid them to each display the items they brought with them upon the table in the center of the room. They quickly did as they were told, and Seth was rather impressed by their selections. Neither of the men, probably former farmers or other working men of little material wealth, had chosen decorative armor pieces. Not a single one upon the table was even polished let alone adorned with any unneeded decoration. These were simple items, cheap and effective. Wolves were generally shown as noble and wise creatures, and Seth could not help but wonder if these traits had transferred during the men’s alterations, or if it was just coincidence. In either case, Seth quickly got to work. He was nearly finished with his first set of armor for the day when Sara and her personal bodyguard, Captain Jonas, arrived.
Sara bounded into the room, obviously well rested and excited about something. Seth smiled, watching her in a mood he had not seen in some time. She had an air of happiness about her, which in such dire times was both unexpected and much needed. Just seeing her smile lightened Seth’s mood as well, and in an instant it was as if the burden placed upon him had decreased substantially. Pausing in his work, Seth stepped past the pair of his troops as Sara rushed into his arms for a welcome embrace.
“What is it that has you in such a mood this afternoon?” Seth asked grinning.
“A couple of things actually,” Sara replied before she elaborated. “First off, I am clean for the first time in what feels like forever. Secondly, tonight I will begin learning how to fight, and also I may have found a way for us to abide the light,” she added with a grin of her own and a wink.
Dressed in the leather outfit Seth had purchased for her months earlier, Sara reached down into the waistband of her skin-tight pants and pulled out a small object. Though Seth could not make it out at first, as Sara held it up to the light he recognized the small shard for what it was.
“I was bathing nearby at an inn when the sun came out from the clouds. Fortunately for me, at least to an extent,” at this point Sara both paused and smiled sheepishly, “the only window in the room was far up on the wall and designed with several different colors of glass. Though I was burned to varying degrees in several places, when the sun disappeared again, and I was able to think straight through the pain, I realized that the pattern of the window had been etched temporarily upon my flesh. Some areas were burned just as badly as if I had walked outside at midday, but others were injured to a lesser degree. One portion showed little damage at all. That was the portion that the sun had shone through this.” Sara held up the shard of dark red glass again.
Seth took the shard from her hand and inspected it with both his vision of the gods and his own eyes. The object was not enchanted, simply tinted to a dark, blood-red hue. There was nothing impressive about the glass at all. In fact, any glass maker in the city could replicate the piece in very little time at all.
“You said that through this the light injured you only a little?” Seth asked. “But it did still injure you? So regardless it caused you pain and cost you energy to heal,” he both asked and stated.
“Yes, but when I put one piece behind the other, doubling the thickness, I could withstand the light without getting so much as a tan,” Sara smiled.
“Really?” Seth asked.
“Truly!” Sara replied. “Though the process was a little painful. I tried several different color combinations, and doubling the red worked better than any other pairing.” She added.
“What else did you learn?” Seth asked, excitement creeping into his own voice.
“How much the window cost to replace,” Sara laughed, being joined in her laughter by everyone else in the room.
“I see,” Seth said after a moment. “We will have to get a slightly larger supply than this shard, and I will see what I can do to fit it into your helm.”
Sara smiled at Seth’s latest statement, and turning to face Jonas she grinned again as she spoke to the giant werewolf.
“Have they found it yet?” Sara asked her personal bodyguard, then waited a moment as the wolfman communicated with the others of his kind telepathically.
“They are returning to the temple now, your majesty. They have brought several small panes of the glass, and the weapons you requested as well,” Jonas responded in a thick, guttural tone. 
Sara turned around yet again to smile at her husband.
“I’m all over it,” she said, grinning knowingly. “Though the glass is not important tonight, I had a couple of your men locate me a few weapons that may be suitable for tonight’s training. I was hoping you would alter them to fit me better if they require it,” Sara added.
“Of course,” Seth said, winking at the small woman he loved. He could hardly believe that where months ago she was seemingly meek and vulnerable, now she would be training with one of the most elite warriors in the kingdom to fight in a battle that was as yet unwinnable. “Let me finish with these two sets of armor, and before I do the next pair I will show you what I have discovered, and make any alterations you need before you start your training,”
“OK,” Sara replied with a smile, and plopped herself down in a chair unceremoniously, perfectly content watching her husband work in ways no other man could.
Without further hesitation, Seth returned to his men and began using his power to alter the armor and weapons they had brought him. The armor was little work, as most of it was basic and only needed alteration to fit the men’s more-than-human bodies. Time and again, Seth focused his power upon a piece of the hard steel. Pouring both his power and his will into it, the object began to stretch and flow as if formed of putty. Having achieved the shape he required, Seth would shut his power away once again, and have his men test fit each piece before moving on to the next or making a final adjustment. With his common troops he did not create full suits of armor as he had done with his captains. There was simply not enough time. Instead he created for them each a breastplate with a backplate as well. He fashioned for each man shin and thigh guards and also vambraces for their forearms and wrists. The attire protected their major organs, yet allowed them to move freely without an abundance of added weight. Furthermore, these pieces required the least fitting and modification as none had any relation to a joint, and thereby could not restrict or hinder movement. 
The weapons took a little more time. Seth needed to give his men arms that felt natural to them and required little to no training to wield. Each of the wolfmen had brought for Seth to alter a basic sword, and pondering the situation a moment, Seth came up with an ideal solution. He unleashed his power into the inanimate steel of the weapons and within seconds the swords began to transform. First they shrank into roiling balls of apparent liquid steel, then heaving here and twisting there, new shapes began to take form. Smiling as the ecstasy of the power flowed through him, Seth worked to complete the items quickly. Moments later, Seth himself snatched up one of the four weapons he had created and fit it to his own hand. He had impressed even himself, he realized, as he hefted the small weapon, and the others in the room looked on in satisfaction as well.
These were weapons of simple design consisted of a small bar that fitted within the palm of the hand. From the bar protruded three blades, each about eight inches long, that would extend out from between the fingers of the bearer when grasping the handle. From the backs of the blades, where they protruded from the fingers, a plate that could be used to deflect a blow had been affixed to protect the back of the bearer’s hand. Beyond the plate was a hinged cuff that fit snugly around the forearm just past the joint in the wrist. This cuff anchored the weapon to the arm for two purposes. First, it maximized the leverage of each blow landed by the weapon, and secondly, it kept the handle from pivoting within the fist when a blow was dealt. 
Handing the weapon to the first of his men, Seth watched as the beast of a man slid his wrist through the cuff and grasped the bladed handle. Reflexively the soldier swung the short bladed weapon several times before grinning a wicked, sharp-toothed grin. Then he and his comrade collected their new weapons and the unused pieces of armor they had brought to their master.
“Leave the leftovers, they may be of use to the others,” Seth said before dismissing his men.
Seth watched the pair of werewolf soldiers leave the room, knowing he would have to repeat the process more than two hundred times this very night. Having performed it twice already, however, Seth had discovered he could replicate it more easily the second time. He hoped that after a few more alterations the process would become second nature and he could work through his troops rather quickly. In any case he knew that time was a commodity he was running low on.
This in mind Seth sent Sara’s werewolf guardian, Jonas, to the hall to keep anyone else from entering the room uninvited. Then ushering his petite wife in her skin-tight leather across the room, Seth picked up his breastplate and leaned it against the wall. Stepping back, Seth unleashed a tiny portion of his power. Bending it to his will, he formed a small green and yellow fireball within his upturned palm. With a thought and a flick of his wrist the fireball shot across the room and, on striking the breastplate, was consumed in a quick flash of white light. Sara smiled at Seth excitedly, assuming that this was all he had prepared to show her, but then Seth turned his back upon the discarded armor. Returning her smile he spoke.
“Release,” Seth commanded.
Instantly, as before, the breastplate blazed to life in blinding white light. Due to having very little power contained within its aura, the blinding vision lasted only a couple of seconds before vanishing once again without any trace. Sara, having remained facing the object, blinked repeatedly in an attempt to force her teary eyes to refocus before speaking.
“That is amazing, my love,” she cried, her smile returning once more. “You learned how to do that within a day?”
“I learned a great deal more than that, angel, but I feel it would be reckless to give too much power to the masses. Instead I intend to equip many with less dangerous power, and a few whom can be trusted with weapons and armor beyond their beliefs.”
“What else can you make it do?” Sara asked, truly interested.
“As far as I can tell, I can make any inanimate object absorb magical power. Once absorbed, the object can either contain the power or use it in a manner I see fit,” he answered.
“Such as?” Sara asked, prodding her lover for more information.
“Thus far, beyond creating light as you have seen, I can make objects retaliate with fire, lightning, a shockwave of sorts or even shadow. I have tested a few other things as well, though mostly for personal reasons. Up to now the tests I have done have been very basic. With years of practice and study the ability to enchant items could be limitless, but for now I will work with the knowledge I have,” Seth replied.
“Do you plan to enchant my weapons and armor?” Sara asked, sounding a little concerned.
“Yes, my love. I will be doing all I can to protect you, so please go and collect your armor. I wish to have it done before you begin your training tonight. This will allow you time to perfect its use,” Seth answered.
Stepping forward, Sara stretched up onto her toes and kissed Seth lovingly. Then, without a word, she playfully bounded out of the room like a young girl with her first crush.
 
*****
 
Stepping into the hallway Sara was met by Jonas and four other werewolves of her husband’s design. Jonas, stepping aside, allowed Seth’s troops to pass to go to their master. As Sara went by the hulking werewolf, Jonas swiveled his body upon one great paw, and spun to follow on her heels. The girl had changed much in weeks past, he noted. She moved effortlessly, avoided the sunlight and, like he himself did since his creation, she hungered for flesh. Jonas could sense it. The once-defenseless woman had somehow become a predator; one even that a beast with Jonas’ stature was wary of being near. Watching her unnatural ability to move as if she need not touch the ground beneath her, set Jonas’s hackles to standing on end.  But no matter, his orders were to guard the petite woman at all costs, and he would not fail in his task.
 
*****
 
Seth stood alone in the room adjoining the secret vault for only a moment before four more of his men entered swiftly. Each of them had near identical markings upon their fur. Try as he might, Seth had to admit that he did not recognize any of them. The first werewolf approached with a square bundle which he unwrapped to expose his cargo. Within the bundle was a stack of thick, crimson-colored sheets of glass, each separated by a layer of cloth. Seth motioned to the end of the table, and the beast of a man placed the stack gingerly upon the table before bowing low to his maker. Rising once again the werewolf turned and strode out the door, his mission completed. The next of the wolfmen approached Seth. Turning at the last moment, this particular soldier placed a cloth bundle upon the table with a thud. Unrolling it revealed several clanking implements of death and destruction meant for Sara. Seth nodded his approval, to which the delivering soldier bowed his acquiescence and departed like the first.
The next two wolf troops held bundles of armor which Seth had them lay out upon the table as he had done earlier. A piece at a time, he went about magically altering them to fit his men. Having followed the same process as on the previous occasions, these two sets of armor were altered suitably within minutes. Satisfied with the results, Seth sent one of the troops on his way to send in another pair, and ordered the remaining soldier to stand outside the door to explain the process to each group before they entered. This, Seth hoped, would speed up the procedure further.
Sara soon returned with Jonas, each of them carrying pieces of Sara’s armor. Between the three of them they quickly laid the armor out upon the table, and with a plan in mind already, Seth went to work upon it. Modifying the physical appearance went rather quickly as the changes were miniscule. Upon the toe of each booted foot, Seth drew the blackened metal out, first into a point and then further still into a spike. Above the heel on each boot Seth added a row of barbs that climbed a short distance up the calf on each leg. Beyond that the alterations were designed to work for Sara’s transformed body more appropriately. Each joint within the armor was reworked to increase the range of motion. The overlapping plates at the joints were restructured to ensure no light would penetrate between them. 
Sara’s helm was altered slightly as well to cover more of the back of her neck, and while Seth was at it, he took up a sheet of the crimson glass. Using the power contained within himself, Seth bent the magic to his will and watched as the sheet of glass in his hand began to ripple and become less solid. Imperfections and bubbles within the glass were expelled as it seemed to roll and gather into a thick mass within the Death Mage’s palm. Then, as if of its own accord, the ball of seemingly molten glass stretched in two directions, tearing itself in perfect halves. Each half then squirmed and twisted within Seth’s hand becoming smaller and darker in color as the glass was compressed magically. Finally Seth reached his hand containing the small glass balls into the helm. As Sara watched, these glass balls rolled themselves into the openings designed for her eyes. The blood-colored spheres sat upon the empty rims of the eye portals in the helm, appearing to be two sightless eyes staring back at those in the room. Then, as Seth shifted his focus, both the steel of the helm and the compressed glass began to undulate, both contracting and expanding. Seconds later, where the two balls of crimson glass had previously hovered in empty sockets, now thick, red lenses  filled the voids in the helm, making the piece of armor look like some sort of disembodied demonic head.
With the physical alterations completed to the armor, Seth took a moment to inspect his work and found it required nothing further. Not wanting anyone to witness the process of imbuing the armor with magical properties, besides himself and his wife, Seth dismissed Jonas once again and sent the man to stand in the hall. Seth then picked up the bundle of weapons that had been delivered for Sara. Together they appraised the weapons, and after several moments Sara picked the four that she felt were the most suitable. In reality the four weapons were actually two pairs, the first of which were a pair of long, wicked daggers, nearly the length of short swords. They were made of blackened steel, completely bare of adornment. Both blades were incredibly light, incredibly sharp, and tempered to be hard enough to pierce moderately thick steel armor. The second pair of weapons were a foreign design to Seth. Of course he was no expert, but these were unlike anything he had ever seen before. For the most part, the design of each blade was simple. In fact, the weapons reminded Seth of a sword blade where the handle was attached near one end to intersect the blade like a T. The user would hold the handle in their fist, and when punching, a short blade of about six inches protruded out from the heel of the hand, sharpened along both edges and ending at a point. The opposite end of the blade ran parallel to the user’s forearm, and was sharpened along the outside edge. This blade also tapered to a point. Overall it was an odd weapon in Seth’s opinion, but he imagined that in the right hands they would be more than adequate.
Neither pair of weapons took much modifying except for adjusting the size and length of the handles, as all of the weapons appeared to be designed to be wielded by large men, instead of small women. This work completed, Seth prepared himself mentally for the real task at hand, and recalled all the different symbols he had used earlier in the day. Then he sat in one of the chairs surrounding the table to provide himself with a more stable platform to handle the tiny strands of magical power. Thus prepared, Seth set about his task of creating the first of Valdadore’s most fearsome warriors, backed by magics forgotten by the present world.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 5
Valiant Hole Diggers and A Target of Opportunity
 
 
Garret and his knights left the castle complex atop their great white steeds. Each of them was armed and armored, though Garret did not anticipate any trouble. However, he would rather have his equipment and not need it, than need his equipment and not have it. Garret led his men from the castle, his first destination being Blacksmith Row which was in a portion of the city that clung to the inner side of the city’s main defensive wall. In order to pull off the task he had in mind, Garret had seen two options. The first required hundreds, if not thousands of men; the second required himself and the majority of his fabled knights. Either group could accomplish the job, but the main armies needed to stay at the city as long as possible in order to re-equip themselves with their new gear and train to use it properly. Already tasks had been assigned throughout the city. The blacksmiths worked to create spear heads and shields of a design previously foreign to them. The army was building fortifications and traps around the city, and pitching in to help set up temporary forges and stables, and tents, canopies, and corrals were being erected. Trees were also being cut down where available to haul back to the city for use in spear making. 
Riders had been sent to every corner of Valdadore to call to arms warriors of the past and future. Already the nearest of these began to trickle into the city from the surrounding villages and towns. Stores of grain, salt and livestock were being pulled from communities far and wide in preparation for a siege. Scouts had been sent west in an attempt to ascertain more details of the opposing force, though no word had yet returned. Linaya and Zorbin already raced east to Boulder Gate, the dwarven stronghold, to beg assistance from the humans’ once allies. Seth prepared his men to lead an attack on their enemy in an attempt to stall their forces. The Death Mage was also instrumental in readying the army with their new weapons, and their training. 
The world as Garret knew it was a maelstrom of organized chaos, but there was little more he could do at present that his council could not do in his absence. Leaving the castle complex behind, he led his men through the streets at an easy pace. Today the threat of war was apparent around every turn. Everyone within the city geared up as best as they were able, each of them lending a hand where needed. These were a people who understood the predicament facing them. These were a people who knew they could rely on their king, and one another, to see them through anything that fate threw at them. Garret’s people were a determined lot, and for that the young king was grateful. 
The closer to the outer wall Garret and his men rode, the thicker the crowds in the streets became. Near an hour into crossing the city, the streets had become so congested that the people here could not properly clear a path for their young king and his mighty knights. Progress became increasingly slow with each passing moment. Even the well-trained mounts of the king and his knights seemed to begin to lose patience as their progress slowed. Garret knew there was no time to be lost but there was no way of avoiding it. It was at about this time that Garret would later recall having seen an assassin in employ to King Sigrant for the first time.
As Garret was forced yet again to stop his horse from trampling someone nearly underfoot, he glanced about, looking for another less crowded route to take. Seeing none, Garret swung around in his saddle to look in the opposite direction, when something rare in Valdadore caught his eye. Across the street from he and his men rode a man upon a mount that was black as night. The stallion was of impressive build, nearly equal in size to that of the very creature that Garret himself rode. Any normal horse would either be panicking in such a congested street, or bewildered and difficult to control, yet the man upon the great black beast held the reigns to his mount gingerly, allowing the stallion to choose its pace and direction through the crowd at its own discretion. Garret noted the rider wore all black as well, a perfect complement to his mount. Though something about him seemed out of place, Garret thought nothing of it, even when Horace called to him and the man in black’s eyes opened wide. 
“Your majesty!” Horace shouted. “This way! Over here. The main streets are too congested; let’s take the side streets.”
Garret turned to see in which direction Horace pointed. Agreeing with him, Garret slowly managed to turn his mount about, and followed his knights down the narrow side road. Horace had been correct in his thinking, and keeping to the smaller, less-traveled roads made for a significantly less stressful ride for both the riders and their mounts. 
A quarter of an hour later, Garret and his men finally reached the outer wall of the city and with it Blacksmith Row. Here forges burned white hot while apprentices pumped billows, and men hammered heated steel upon anvils with great mallets. Sharpening wheels spun everywhere as blades, arrowheads and now spearheads were being sharpened to perfection. Garret had no need of such blades, however, and peered past the tables of weapons and armor on display to the more common tools of men stacked in corners or tossed in piles nearly out of sight. Within moments, the young king personally approached the thatch-covered lean-to of one particular blacksmith. The middle-aged man did not hesitate to stop work upon his current creation to see to the king immediately. Even those this far from the castle proper already knew the face of their new young king. Garret watched as the man quickly approached and gave him a filthy smile where more than a single tooth was missing.
“What can I do ye for, yer majesty?” the blacksmith asked.
“I need a dozen of your largest shovels,” Garret answered, and enjoyed the look that came across the man’s face.
“Shovels, ye says?” the blacksmith repeated, his hearing obviously deteriorated from the constant banging of his trade.
“Yes!” Garret nearly shouted, and just for emphasis he nodded as well.
“And what else will ye need?” the man asked, hoping to better his reputation by providing his king with a weapon.
“That is all for now,” Garret replied. “Send one of your boys to the castle for your pay,” he added.
“Pay?” The blacksmith questioned. “No needs fer that, yer majesty, might not even live ta spend it! Word is we need these here shields, like we be needin’ air. I’ll not be sparing one of my boys fer collecting pay if I’m to make enough shields to be sure he lives.”
“Very well, then,” Garret responded, thinking to reward the man in another way. “In that case, get me the shovels and I would have you craft my own personal shield. No need for a notch in that one.” He added.
The blacksmith nodded his understanding with another disgusting smile before he strode away. A moment later the blacksmith and one of his apprentices, probably a son or nephew, returned each with a half a dozen shovels. Handing their wares over to the king and his knights, the blacksmith and his boy quickly returned to their duties, a new and important task at hand. Garret and each of the five knights who accompanied him, tied a pair of shovels to their saddles before remounting and heading for the nearest city gate. Unfortunately the nearest one was the eastern gate, and Garret and his men needed to head west. Skirting around the city heading north, Garret took the lead as his knights fell in behind him, none of them aware of his plan nor his destination.
As Garret rounded the-north eastern corner of the city, he slowed to allow his knights to ride to each side of his mount.
“Time is everything at present!” Garret shouted to his men over the thundering of their mounts’ hooves. “We go to buy more time, but we need to travel with all haste. Horace, you will have to catch up when you can as you are our eyes.”
With that proclamation, Garret prayed silently to Gorandor and focusing the immediate rush of power within him, he ignored the pleasure coursing through his veins as he and his horse began to shimmer. With a concussive boom, Garret and his mount exploded in size, Garret becoming the color of polished steel. Within seconds four more concussive booms sounded from behind Garret as all but one of his knights followed his lead, and size-shifted to try and match his pace.
Though it was an uncommon sight, those guards and archers upon the city walls of Valdadore knew what it was they saw as the ground began to shake beneath the giant hooves of Gorandor’s champions. Cheers erupted from atop each wall and tower, every soldier and mage believing that the king and his knights went to strike fear into the hearts of their approaching foe. For what could be mightier than five massive men, each upon a steed thirty feet or taller? It was an impressive and inspiring sight to witness firsthand, and Garret realized how it must look to his people. Inwardly he found it disappointing though amusing that instead of striking fear into their enemies, they would instead be digging a great big hole. It was a task that in most kingdoms, ruled by most races, would be done by slaves. Here in Valdadore, however, it was the king who did the digging.
 
*****
 
Mordal sat upon his black stallion taking his time amongst the crowd. Slowly and inevitably he rode towards the castle compound, his primary task predominant in his mind. Having gleaned all the information he could from the common folk who drank too much to keep their mouths shut, Mordal felt it was time to prepare for his mission. His exit strategy had already changed a half a dozen times due to the various routes he had planned becoming one by one too crammed with people to navigate. Thus his latest and hopefully final plan consisted of roof running nearly the entire city. He had mapped out the course he would take, having already adjusted his route to incorporate buildings that would make jumping the distances in between the easiest. It was not a direct route by any standard, but if his plan was completely successful he would not be leaving hastily in any case.
Stopped in his slow trek towards the castle by the unending crowd in the streets, Mordal sat back in his saddle, allowing the stallion to lead himself. Mordal looked around for anything of interest that might distract him for a moment, but found nothing readily available to steal of any worth. Truthfully, he had spent an hour earlier in the day steadily pick-pocketing those milling around in the crowded streets of the city just to pass time. It was not a fruitless endeavor either. He had made more coin off the common people in the streets in a single hour than a pickpocket in his own kingdom could make in a month. The wealth of this small nation was appalling. Mordal could not believe how much coin a common housewife carried upon her person. 
These were Mordal’s musings as he noticed the group of highly polished knights riding towards him on their magnificent war horses. Nonchalantly Mordal observed the knights’ approach as any other bystander might. He witnessed as they began to become irritated at their increasingly slower pace, and also as their war horses appeared to become impatient too. Slowly but surely Mordal’s mount picked its way through the crowd, growing ever nearer the knights who attempted in vain to move in the opposite direction towards the assassin. It was not until the first of the knights was directly across the street that Mordal discovered his error when another knight called out to their leader.
“Your majesty!” a red-haired knight shouted from the crowd behind their lead man.
That was when Mordal realized that the King of Valdadore sat upon his horse not twenty feet away. Mordal watched as the young king with chestnut hair and brown eyes turned his steed slowly to go back the way he came. It would be an easy task to fell the king himself this very moment, though escaping with his life would be difficult. Mordal quickly went through his options. He could fell the king and disappear into the crowd, abandoning his mount and the saddlebag filled with coin. But leaving good money to his enemies simply would not do. Or he could kill the king, abandon his mount and climb to the roof tops with the saddlebag, though this strategy left him without a mount. Mordal even thought of shadowing the king until a moment of opportunity revealed itself, allowing him both a quick kill and a clean escape. However, what dissuaded Mordal from this train of thought was the money. The money he might not receive if he killed the King of Valdadore.  Although the young king would be a great target for such an experienced assassin, the man was not his mission. 
Even though this one single death could possibly be the most important to King Sigrant’s cause, it was not in Mordal’s orders to kill the young king. Sigrant wanted this war for one reason or another. It was true, the battle would be a short one, but none the less, King Sigrant wanted to anger the young king of Valdadore, scare him perhaps, before he destroyed him. Thus Mordal’s orders did not mention killing the king at all. However, they did mention killing members of his family or close personal friends. Fortunately for Mordal, several wagging tongues the night previous had provided him with a shortlist of just such people currently within the city. Lady Linaya for one sounded like a perfect target. Who better to strike down than the king’s love interest? A young woman who roamed the castle at night where witnesses were few? Or perhaps the king’s mage brother, stories of whom revealed that he had nearly died a few weeks ago at another battle. Surely a weakened or injured mage would be little trouble, especially if the tale of him walking with his eyes closed, apparently recently blind, were true. Also the mage’s young wife, a petite thing named Sara, who pranced about in armor. Mordal had heard that she had recently taken a grievous injury. She was so badly maimed and ashamed of her appearance that she no longer walked about in the daylight, only at night, unless her face was completely covered. It was a very short shortlist, it was true, but would provide enough targets that one of them would slip up and come within Mordal’s path. He only needed one of them, but if they were each such easy prey as he expected, he might kill all three for sport.
Decided upon staying his course, Mordal ignored the image of the king as he disappeared down a side street and was lost as a target of opportunity, at least for the time being. For hours after seeing the king, Mordal led his stallion up to, and around, the castle compound several times taking mental notes of guard numbers and their spacing atop the castle walls, and making various calculations of distance from one object or landmark to another. Planning was nine-tenths of any job Mordal had ever undertaken, and this one would be no different. As afternoon grew into early evening, Mordal steered his mount to the southern gate of the castle compound, and though he watched as many went unchecked into the compound throughout the day, as he approached the guards hailed him and ordered him to stop. A large burly guard stepped in front of Mordal’s stallion, a dumb move by any account, in an effort to detain him, and rather than raise an alarm, Mordal resisted allowing the great black beast to trample the guard to death beneath its hooves.
“Halt!” the guard shouted in a demanding tone.
Mordal stared at the idiot guard skeptically.
“What is your purpose here?” the guard asked.
“I bring a message to Prince Seth, and I should warn you that he does not think kindly of my being delayed,” Mordal lied.
He had heard that the prince and his wife dressed all in black, so what better cover than connecting himself to one of his targets. Just as expected, the idiot guard looked over Mordal’s clothing and stallion. Creating a correlation out of nothing but the color of his garments, the guard stepped aside, allowing the assassin to ride in as if invited. This job was going to be entirely too easy, and the pay, well, it was adequate enough that Mordal imagined he would have undertaken this simple mission for less than a tenth of what he had been promised.
Instead of heading to the castle, Mordal spent the remainder of the evening, until just before dark, riding around the castle complex. He memorized the location of every building, tower and tree. Each of the tiered courtyards he circled at least once, committing the dimensions of each one to memory. Then, returning to a stable near the outer wall of the complex, Mordal walked in as if he owned the place and handed the reins to a stable boy. He told the boy that the beast was to be groomed and fed, but must be ready to leave again at any moment. The boy nodded and turned to lead the animal to a stall. So easy was this job going to be that his horse would look better after the mission than it had before. Mordal actually chuckled at his great fortune. 
Leaving the stable as the sun dipped below the castle wall, Mordal clung to the shadows of the stable. Then, calling upon his blessing, he camouflaged himself to blend with the stone of the castle wall. Slowly, as darkness overtook the castle complex, Mordal made his way to the palace itself, thinking to hunt within its walls without having to so much as slit a single throat to gain entry. Entirely too easy.
 
*****
 
Seth began laying out the first of the patterns upon Sara’s long daggers. This was a magical chain of symbols he had tried earlier in the day, so he already knew that the outcome would be favorable. Completing each symbol twice, once for each dagger, Seth then moved on to the next symbol. Each dagger would only need four symbols. The first two, infused with power enough to encompass the blade, were the symbols for ‘absorb’ and ‘physical realm’ respectively. These two were then linked to a third and fourth symbol, whose auras encompassed the handle of the weapons. These symbols meant ‘release’ and ‘infuse’. Simply put, any life the blade came into contact with would be drained during the duration of that contact, and the life force would then travel through the blade into the bearer. More or less, in a battle with other humans, as was anticipated, the blades served a dual purpose. First, if Sara sustained injuries in battle, because of her amazing healing ability her life aura would be consumed to mend her wounds. Her new blades would recuperate that lost power each time she struck an enemy. Secondly, since Seth did not know exactly when he would be able to complete Sara’s transformation to restore the rest of her humanity, the blades would consume a small portion of that humanity each time she struck down a human. That force would be melded with her, performing the job for Seth in his absence. Brilliant by any standards.
Next Seth enchanted Sara’s small armored boots. To these he affixed the symbols of ‘absorb’, ‘contain’, ‘command’ and ‘release’, exactly as he had done with his breastplate earlier in the day at one point. He applied the word ‘jump’ to the magic, creating a command Sara could easily recall. Next, Sara’s breastplate was infused with the symbols of ‘contain’, ‘command’ and ‘shadows’. The command added to her breastplate was ‘hide’, another easy-to-remember command. This piece of armor would not be able to sustain itself, and as such Seth poured a great amount of power into the symbols; enough he imagined, to keep the enchantment alive for many lifetimes of use. 
Her armor completed, Seth looked to Sara’s secondary, oddly designed set of blades, still undecided as to how he would enchant them. He wanted to increase Sara’s magical arsenal, but only if it seemed to build upon the skills and abilities she already had. Thinking for long minutes, Seth finally came to a decision. These were blades designed for use in two situations; either a confined space, where long traditional swords were useless, or when you were overcome and your enemy was close enough for hand to hand combat. That discovered, Seth’s choice of enchantment seemed both perfect and brutal. To each of these blades Seth affixed the symbols for ‘absorb’, ‘physical realm’ and ‘release’. The weapons would be devastating should an enemy get near enough to be struck by one. Basic logic told Seth that with this combination, any living being that was cut with these blades would have a portion of their life siphoned off, just as with the other blades. But this time, instead of that power being given into the bearer, it was then released in a torrent of pure power in all directions from the blade. Essentially, if you were stabbed with one of these blades, it would drain a portion of your life and simultaneously explode forth with the power it siphoned off, like a small bomb going off within your wound. Messy, but lethally effective.
His work completed, Seth explained how each piece of newly enchanted steel worked and warned Sara not to try the boots until she was outside where no ceiling would cause her to break her neck!
“So if I kick someone with my toe, or my heel for that matter, and pierce their skin, my boots will recharge their energy?” Sara asked.
“Exactly,” Seth said, nodding his approval of Sara’s understanding.
“So only my armor needs commands, and the weapons work on their own,” Sara stated more than asked, simply reassuring herself.
After a few more minutes, Sara was suited up in her armor, as well prepared as Seth could manage for her first lesson in weapons training. Just in time too, for evening was upon Valdadore, and within the hour darkness would fall. It would be the appointed time that she was to meet her instructor at the knights’ sparring field within the castle complex. Kissing her amazingly talented husband goodbye, Sara strode from the room, where her bodyguard, Jonas, fell into step beside her.
“You seem excited to train, Princess Sara.” Jonas stated the obvious.
“The training is just a means to an end, Jonas,” Sara replied. “During the last battle I was a liability, and useless at best. For this battle, mark my words, I will be ferocious and, I assure you, I will make a difference,” Sara said both defiantly, and matter-of-factly.
“It shall define the future of the kingdom for sure,” Jonas responded in reference to the impending battle. “You will indeed make a big difference in helping Valdadore rise from the ashes, ferocious or not. Prince Seth will be proud of your actions. Keep your mind about you while you train and while you fight, though it is just as important that you trust your instincts and let them guide you,” Jonas added, both happy to be giving battle advice and leery of what kind of killer he might be giving it to.
 
*****
 
Linaya and Zorbin had ridden hard all day, only stopping once to rest their mounts and fill their bellies. The task they were burdened with was vastly important but most likely a fool’s errand. Unfortunately for both of them, it was a necessity for them to at least try, though their chances for success were slim by the most optimistic reckoning. They had talked very little throughout the day, their only real conversation being when Zorbin first went to collect the lady. Immediately she had informed him of their orders in their entirety, and with little more than an added introduction, the pair gathered their horses, mounted, and began riding east towards the Rancor Mountains. Though the mountains were only a week’s ride from Valdadore, it was where they had to go to enter the mountains that was the problem. Boulder Gate was the only dwarven city that the other races of man knew about. It was a massive subterranean structure that encompassed an entire city beneath the mountains. There were nine entrances to the stronghold, one for each of the ruling clans of the dwarves throughout history. Though there were nine ways into the dwarves’ domain, only one was open at a time, and was chosen at random. Each entrance was no less than a day’s travel from the next entrance, and even if someone knew the locations of all nine, like Zorbin did, they could spend weeks traveling from one to another, never being at the right entrance on the right day that it was opened. And given the random nature of the way the entrance location was chosen, it occurred from time to time that one entrance might not be chosen to open at all for several weeks on end. So simply selecting an entrance and waiting was not particularly a grand option either.
Zorbin feared this seemingly simple task might well prove more difficult than the small woman was prepared for. Hers was a life pampered by servants and palaces, not sleeping in the outdoors and taking care of oneself. The dwarf was accustomed to surviving in the wilds. Though he had been trained in the ways of being a dwarf, learning to mine, build and smith, he was an oddity among his race as he had chosen to follow Gorandor’s path and not the path of Ximlin, the patron god of the dwarves. His choice to follow a different path made him a bit of an outcast as an adolescent, and so Zorbin had spent much time traveling the surface of his people’s mountain kingdom. He had memorized every mountain and every pass. He knew the wildlife and had befriended Zanth, his giant wolf, becoming as close to being a brother to the beast as was possible. None of this made his standing better among his own kind, yet here he was, on his way to his ancestral home to plead the case of a human kingdom, whose survival or demise meant little to the unworldly dwarven nation.
Such were Zorbin’s thoughts as darkness began to descend upon Linaya and himself. Though he and Zanth could see well enough in the dark to continue, Linaya and her horse would find night-time travel less favorable, and as such, Zorbin brought them to a halt for the second time that day. Dismounting, he began to set camp without a word. Linaya, taking the unspoken meaning, followed his lead.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 6
Meet the Neighbors
 
 
Darkness had fallen upon the kingdom of Valdadore and, with the loss of sunlight, the night was quick to turn chilly. Garret had led his knights to their destination, west and north of Valdadore to the shore of Hollow Lake. By any standards the lake was not a large one, but was dark and deep, and remained cold all year round. Some believed the depths of the lake reached down into the center of Thurr, and that perhaps the lake itself was part of the world’s soul. It was said that any who drowned here never washed ashore, but instead rose again in the underworld, a place in the heart of the world, where most believed it was hollow. Thus the deep lake had been named Hollow Lake, and those who believed in fairy tales told stories that this place was an open portal to a world of living dead. 
Garret had heard such tales of the lake as a child, though he had never seen the place until now. As far as he could tell it was nothing special. Tonight, as the sun sank in the sky and its last rays splayed across the surface of the dark water, Garret found the vision calming, if not a bit boring for a place that had been described as an evil portal. Watching the sunset, Garret and his knights tethered their mounts to a small tree at the lake’s edge, though most of the grass here had been washed away with erosion. Garret saw no help for it however, and figured they would let the horses graze free during the daylight hours when predators were less active. Knowing it would be several hours before Horace would catch up with the rest of them, Garret explained his plan to the men.
“I am sure you have been wondering about the shovels, but I did not want to speak of my plans before now lest prying ears hear it,” Garret said to his knights. “Hollow Lake is not only a vast amount of water, but it is also fed by the Glorian River. What makes it most useful is its higher elevation than that of the rolling hills between Westgate and Valdadore.” Garret added, watching realization dawn on the faces of his men. “We are going to dig a new river from here to the beginning of the first hills, though we will be leaving enough soil in place to act as a dam and contain the water until Sigrant’s army is in the water’s path,” Garret said smiling. “One of you will remain here until I send word to destroy the dam, and at that time, once the water is flowing, you will return to the rest of the army.”
“Sounds like a great plan to me, brother,” said Noah Brightblade, a knight only a few years senior to the new king. “It makes sense to let the army train and prepare while we dig. In our blessed forms the five of us can move as much soil as a few hundred men and probably in less time.” Everyone else nodded their agreement.
Without needing any more orders, the knights began their task. Each man stripped off his armor and gathered from his mount the pair of shovels he had been provided with earlier in the day. These were large shovels and well made in the fashion of Valdadorian farm implements, each of them having a wide, sharp blade and a solid oak handle. Garret watched as Noah prayed briefly and exploded in size with his shovel in hand. Noah was the largest of his size shifters. Though the knight and Garret himself were the same size in their normal forms, Noah was blessed with even more size and strength than the king, growing to five times his usual size in his blessed form. The man became a monstrous thirty feet tall, and now held a shovel with a blade wider than the average bull. Garret could not help but wonder how, with men such as these at his side, Valdadore could possibly fall to the likes of King Sigrant. Within seconds four more men exploded in size, including the king himself. Each of them was a giant mass of bulging muscles as they moved immense amounts of dirt, working methodically into the night. The comrades spoke sparingly as they worked, deciding instead to focus on the task at hand. All of them knew the dire position the kingdom was in, and each understood exactly how precious time was in their current situation.
 
*****
 
Seth had bid Sara farewell only moments after completing her new armor and weapons as she left immediately to be trained in the art of combat. Seth was both happy for her and worried, though he knew she would be more than an apt student. With her sharp mind and newfound physical prowess, Sara was the perfect candidate for such training. As much as Seth wanted to go watch the session himself, his duties were piled so high there was no end in sight, and he needed to get back to work. However, unable to send the woman he loved to a fight on her own, Seth had dispatched Jonas along with her to, if nothing else, witness the training so he could tell Seth about it in the days to come. 
Sara and Jonas were only a few yards down the corridor when two of Seth’s soldiers walked into the room, each holding jumbled armloads of armor. Seth quickly made the alterations needed for each soldier. Sending them on their way, he began again with the next pair as soon as they entered. Though Seth did manage to perfect the process, and complete each alteration in a more than reasonable amount of time, it was a long, arduous night filled with naught but repetition and more repetition.
 
*****
 
Borrik, relieved of his duties for the night, had no idea what to do with his time. Seth had suggested he spend it with the men, but Borrik already shared every waking moment with them through his telepathic link to each and every one of them. What he really wanted more than anything was a little time to himself, not only to rest, but also to unwind his weary mind. So much had happened in the previous weeks that Borrik had not had the time to properly digest it all. Once a priest, he was now a fierce killer, and the second-in-command to the most powerful mage on Thurr. Where he once was a human, now he was labeled a werewolf: a hybrid creature of man and beast. Where once he was a solitary man, who spoke to few and shared with none, now his consciousness belonged to a group, and thoughts were shared with him that he would rather not witness at all. Though Borrik knew that fate was the arm that guided him, he could not be sure that this was what he was destined to be. 
With these thoughts plaguing his mind, Borrik wandered the temple to Ishanya seemingly aimlessly. Lost to the material world, his worries and fears clouding his mind, Borrik walked by instinct through the building and before he even realized where it was he was going, he stood outside a small wooden door. The door had once been the entrance to his own personal chamber. However, with so many changes and updates to the temple, Borrik was sure the room would have been repurposed. He would not be surprised if the small chamber was now used as a broom closet, as it had been nowhere near as grand as all the newly discovered rooms. Sure as he was that he would find the room altered, Borrik could still not help himself but to shove the door open and peek inside. What he found was nearly unconceivable to him.
The small room that had once been his personal chamber sparkled and shone. Nothing had been removed and, for but one object, everything inside the room was just as he left it. The room had been cleaned, restored, repainted and the stone surfaces polished, but it was still his chamber none the less. Borrik stepped into the room, leaving the door open. He turned in a circle and admired the newly restored condition of the chamber. Everything was precisely as he remembered, only better. The only item in the room that was out of place was a statue of Ishanya, that had previously stood in the adjacent chamber. It had been at the foot of this very statue where Borrik had met Seth and Sara  at the beginning of many events that would mold all of their destinies. Seth had said that first day, having just met Borrik, that having touched the statue, the goddess Ishanya had spoken to him. Borrik’s mind was so laden with questions, he could not help but to hope that he too could be so lucky. Deciding that he deserved the answers his soul was seeking, Borrik turned and closed the door, leaving himself alone in the absolute dark with the statue of Ishanya.
Kneeling at the statue’s feet, Borrik leaned and pressed his forehead to the goddess’s toes.
“Ishanya, goddess of power, goddess of wisdom, I pray for your audience,” Borrik whispered into the stone of the statue.
Many long and silent moments passed. As Borrik had sadly anticipated, no answer came. He thought to rise, then believed that if the goddess watched, this would be a sign that he was impatient. Self-deterred, Borrik remained with his head pressed against the feet of the statue.
“Do you intend to spend the rest of your days upon the floor?” a musical but demanding voice questioned from the darkness.
Borrik could not help himself but be startled at the unexpected sound. Rising to his knees quickly, Borrik scanned the room for the source of the voice, yet found that he remained alone in the room with the statue.
“Imbecile mortal, I am here.” The voice spoke again, irritation plainly in the voice.
Borrik, realizing his error, looked up to the statue itself and saw that it was no longer a statue but the goddess Ishanya in the flesh. Exactly as she had been depicted by the stone, Ishanya stood both tall and regal clad in armor of the blackest night. Were it not for his feral eyes, Borrik would not have been able to distinguish any difference at all between the statue and the now living and breathing goddess. If, in fact, she was living; Borrik was unsure how such things worked for an all-powerful immortal.
“Do not just sit there wasting my time, servant. What is it that is so important that would have you call me to this place?” Ishanya demanded, the annoyance in her voice becoming ever more obvious.
“I wish to know my path, Mistress Ishanya. I wish to know what future it is that fate has planned for me,” Borrik pleaded. “I wish to know what you would have of me now that I have broken my vows and laid my seed as well as killed.”
“You brought me here to question my plans for you?” Ishanya spat, her voice beginning to rise. “You want to know your future on this path, yet you whimper like a pup about the deeds you have committed,” she mocked. “Are you sure you wish to know the role I have lain down for you, servant?”
“I am sure, Mistress Ishanya, I must know if I am to follow the teachings of a priest, or the path of a warrior, for I fear it is not in me to do both,” Borrik replied, praying he would not invoke the goddess’s wrath. “I am forever your servant, mistress, only I know not what you wish of me.
“Here is your path, priest,” Ishanya said, accentuating the last word as if it tasted vile on her lips. “Follow my champion until his end. Serve me no longer, only him. Do as he bids, and become a warrior unlike any other bred upon Thurr. Murder, defile and destroy all that stands in his path and you will have followed the road to your fate, for your fate is tied to the mortal master you now serve. I suggest you serve him well.”
With her final statement, the goddess was gone. No flash, no bang, no anything; just gone. The statue remained as it had been before the encounter, and Borrik could not help but to wonder if the encounter that had transpired had been but a figment of his very tired mind. Even if it was his own head, however, Borrik believed the answer to be the correct path in any case. He would serve Seth and only Seth from here on out. He would become more fearsome than any other being upon Thurr, perhaps even more feared than the Death Mage himself. In any event, Borrik decided he would be much better prepared to serve his master if he was well rested. Climbing into what had been his very own bed, Borrik lay down for some much deserved sleep, and without so much as a stray thought disturbing him further, he slept peacefully throughout the night.
 
*****
 
Sara approached the knights’ sparring field from the east, and as she did so dozens of torches were set ablaze surrounding the field. She had little to no more human need of such things since, with her altered body, she could see the world around her even when darkness swallowed it whole. Though everything looked unnaturally green at night, she could see plainly enough to navigate through the darkness. Yet she had to admit, even to herself, she still saw in much more detail when there was light. As she neared the field, she could see it was a healer clad in the white robes of her order, as well as a Knight of Valdadore, who lit the torches. Like herself, the knight was completely covered in armor, minus his helm at present. Much to Sara’s surprise, as she approached the knight, he took a knee, bowing to her higher position and station.
“No need for that, Sir Knight,” Sara said honestly. “Here you are the superior, hence the reason I come to learn from you.”
With that, the knight rose to his feet and extended his hand to his new pupil, which Sara accepted happily.
“Please call me Malik,” the Knight of Valdadore smiled. “I am not a man who cares much for titles and such.”
“In that case would you please call me Sara?” Sara replied while she appraised her would-be teacher.
He was not a massive man with bulging muscles like many of the other knights she had seen up close. Certainly he was nowhere near the size of Garret. Malik was shorter than the others, by several inches, though he was still taller than she was. Though his girth was not that of the other knights he was still well-muscled and well-toned. His hair was cropped short to his scalp, and appeared to be of a shade between blonde and brown, and his eyes were a strange hazel mix with hints of many colors. He appeared to be a man in his thirties, still within the peak of his life, and Sara could not help herself but to wonder what the blood of a man of this age would taste like. Would it be like a wine and be sweeter with more age, or more bitter, with a stronger tang of iron. She smiled again, more at her own thoughts than at the man.
“The king has told me to teach you arms and to prepare you for battle,” Malik stated. “Have you any previous training?”
“I have only fought from instinct, I am sorry to admit. But I assure you that I am a fast learner.” Sara replied.
Though Malik was actually disappointed by his current task, he would do his best to train the woman, if to no other end than to enable her to protect herself from rape should the kingdom fall in the weeks to come.
“Do you find you learn better from instruction or experience?” Malik asked, wanting to get this over with so his duty would be fulfilled.
“Experience I suppose,” Sara answered, not truly sure of her own response.
“Good,” Malik replied. “I see you are armed. Attack me.”
“Are you sure?” Sara asked, completely bewildered.
“Attack me,” the knight repeated, and he stepped back, putting some distance between himself and the girl. He hoped he would not injure her.
Sara drew the pair of long, slender daggers from her waist. She held one in each hand but she was clueless as to how to approach the knight, who now was armed with a sword of his own. Circling him, she looked for an opening to attack as she slowly closed the distance. Sara did not know that when she found her opening, it had been left for her on purpose by her instructor. Lunging in towards the knight, Sara attempted to pierce his side with one of her small blades, but before it made contact the knight sidestepped, knocking her blade aside with the flat of his sword. Ashamed by how easily the knight thwarted her attack, Sara immediately tried again, this time leading with one blade overhead as a distraction, but following with a slash to the abdomen below. Again Malik slapped away her strikes without so much as a grunt. 
Now Sara was growing angry with her lack of experience as she realized that fighting a large beetle-like insect, which she had done in the past, was not like fighting another person. As her anger grew, her thoughts misled her attention, and Malik lunged towards her, driving the pommel of his sword into her breastplate knocking Sara sprawling backwards to keep her feet beneath her. Though she nearly fell, Sara managed somehow to stay upright. Realizing it was the thinking that was letting her down, Sara did her best to clear her mind. Taking a deep breath with her eyes closed, Sara relaxed and let her instincts drive her.
Bending her knees slightly, Sara leaned forward holding the long daggers in both hands at the ready. Malik hesitated, checking he had not injured the girl, but once assured he lunged towards her again. This time Sara was ready. Crouching low, Sara dove between the charging man’s leg’s, rolling once before rising to her feet again. As she rose she turned to face back the way she had come, as Malik too turned to face her. He smiled. Raising his sword above him, Malik again rushed Sara, and again she crouched. This time as Malik neared, he changed the length of his stride to prevent her from repeating her earlier performance. Though Sara noticed his altered tactic, she had not crouched to repeat herself. Instead as Malik neared, Sara leapt into the air, clearing Malik by several feet. Turning as she descended, she watched as Malik looked up in disbelief. 
Unprepared for such a display, Malik was caught completely off guard as Sara came down behind him, driving one of her slender blades through his armor and deep down through his collar bone into his lung. Sara let the weapon linger a fraction of a second before she jerked it free, feeling the small surge of ecstasy race up her arm as her blade siphoned a week or two off the knight’s life. Though the leap into the air had given him pause, as Sara extracted the blade from his shoulder, Malik spun to face his opponent, driving his blade around him as he did. Sara stepped back as quickly as she could to respond to the attack, but she was not quick enough. She was not completely out of range, and seeing his strike too late, Sara felt the explosion of pain as the tip of Malik's sword pierced through her forearm. Instead of retreating, as Malik expected her to, Sara whirled like a dancer, effectively entangling his blade as she drew their bodies closer together. Still twisting his sword and arm around her, Sara drove her blade through Malik’s armor again, this time through his side. Seeing him wince from the pain, she twisted the slender blade, then using all the force her body could muster, she drove the blade upward. Slicing through his ribs and armor as if they were cheese, Sara used her unnatural strength in an attempt to gut the man through his side. Mortally wounded, Malik did not react in a way to spare Sara injury, instead choosing to relinquish his still entangled sword. Once freed, Malik was able to use his good arm to punch Sara in the head as hard as he was able. Though he broke his hand upon her helm in the process, the blow was enough to drive Sara backwards, effectively removing the blade from the large wound in his side.
“Enough,” Malik shouted, his breath coming ragged.
Dropping to a knee, Malik was joined within seconds by a healer woman with green eyes and dark brown hair that fell around her shoulders in loose curls. Sara would later learn that the healer’s name was Daniella, but for the time being she simply looked delicious. Sara waited patiently as the healer treated Malik’s wounds, and a quarter hour later Malik rose once more.
“Shall Daniella tend your arm before we continue?” Malik asked.
Sara had already forgotten her injury, but inspecting her arm, found it had already healed itself flawlessly.
“No, I am fine to continue,” Sara replied. “Shall we?”
For several hours Sara and Malik fought round after round, and both Jonas, a veteran soldier turned werewolf, and Malik, a Knight of Valdadore, were impressed at the speed at which Sara learned the art of battle. The knight and the princess traded wound for wound, lunge for lunge, and strike for strike as Sara adapted to the knight’s different fighting styles time and again. It was near midnight when Malik called a halt to the training to have the healer repair a tendon Sara had sliced a few moments prior. Though the injury was nowhere near fatal, Malik was finding it more than a bit difficult to train Sara hobbling on one leg, as his injured knee kept folding beneath his weight.
“Enough Princess Sara,” Malik said raising his hand in signal to stop. “Let Daniella tend my knee before we continue.”
Sara did not respond beyond nodding her head in agreement before she turned and strode towards Jonas who watched from the sidelines, not far from where Daniella sat in the grass. Approaching the large wolf of a man, the werewolf’s ears twitched at the same time that Sara paused mid-stride and craned her neck, both of them hearing a click from within the shadows of the nearby knight’s garrison. Neither would even have time to process the sound, let alone question it, as they realized that they were not the only ones present and it was too late to do anything about it.
 
*****
 
Mordal, the blessed assassin, had spent the last several hours slowly circling the outer wall of the castle structure. He crept among the shadows and called upon his blessing, making himself appear one with his surroundings when it was needed. Originally he had planned to gain entrance into the palace itself, and carry out his mission there. However, having witnessed the lighting of the torches upon the sparring field, and seeing a Knight of Valdadore fighting with someone armored in black, Mordal could not resist moving in closer to see if his targets had come out of the palace to make his job even easier. It had taken hours of tedious movement to avoid detection, but finally within earshot, Mordal watched the scene unfold before him, able to see and hear everything upon the field from within the shadows. What he found surprised him, which thus far was in itself no surprise at all. Nothing in Valdadore was what he would expect to find within his home kingdom. Here on the sparring field was a man fighting with a woman. They traded blow for blow, and occasionally they paused briefly for the man to get attention from an attending healer, yet the woman appeared to receive no wounds. At least nothing serious. It was at one such pause that Mordal found the truth in what it was he was seeing, as well as finding that indeed one of his targets had come to him.
Mordal watched as the knight in silver armor raised his hand to stop the match. He had been limping and bearing all his weight upon one leg for several minutes now. Although the knight had landed several blows upon the woman, she appeared to have no real injuries. Waiting for the woman to take his meaning the knight spoke his intentions, though Mordal heard only the first three words.
“Enough Princess Sara,” the knight said.
Then it all made sense. The knight was training the princess to fight, probably with blunted weapons without sharpened edges, and the princess, most likely a spoiled brat, cared not for the knight’s well-being and so fought with ordinary blades. Mordal smiled to himself wickedly. The brat princess was about to get all the injury she would ever need. Unstrapping his gnomish Gatling bow from his back, Mordal slowly attached the hopper, already loaded with bolts. Unfortunately as the hopper snapped into place, the metal upon metal made an audible click at which both the princess and the large beast-like man in the field turned to see its origin.
Mordal was not concerned, though admittedly disappointed at making the sound. He was using his blessing, as well as hiding in the deepest shadows beside the large garrison building. Neither the beast man nor the princess could see him here. Taking his aim, Mordal quickly began to turn the crank on his weapon.
 
*****
 
Jonas froze as the hair upon the back of his neck began to rise. Instincts told him something was wrong, yet before he could even react, a steady rhythm of sounds erupted from the darkness beyond the garrison building. Thoomp, clank, thoomp, clank, thoomp, clank. The sound resounded over and over from the shadows in rapid succession. Unable to pierce the utter darkness of the night-time shadows, Jonas sniffed the air as Sara exhaled loudly, her eyes bulging within their sockets.
 
*****
 
Sara peered into the darkness beside the knights’ garrison, but even with her predatory, more-than-human vision, could discern nothing recognizable. Though she thought she could see movement, even when the sounds began she could make out no detail of what was within the shadows. Turning to face the origin of the sounds, Sara realized too late that they were under attack as more than a dozen missiles struck her chest and stomach in a fraction of a second with such force they drove the breath from her lungs and sent her staggering backwards.
Pain exploded from each of the wounds as Sara turned, revealing to the others upon the field what it was that had befallen them. Blood poured from each of the wounds, and as Sara turned she reached down and tugged the first of the bolts from her flesh and armor with an agonized scream of pain. Within an instant, everything in the castle complex changed as men who were beyond human acted upon instinct.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 7
Assassins Flight and a Saving Sacrifice
 
 
Mordal cranked the handle on his weapon as fast as he was able for a solid three seconds and watched as the barrage of missiles arced through the darkness to their intended target. Like death borne upon the wind, the hail of arrows smashed into the armored chest of the small woman. Each and every one of them penetrated her armor, burying themselves into her flesh as blood began to run down their shafts. Success. Mordal thought to add injury to insult, and turned his gaze upon the knight, but realized all too quickly that he had no time for games as escape became his number one priority. More than half a dozen knights rushed his location where before had only been one, and that was only the beginning of his troubles.
 
*****
 
Watching Sara turn and stagger, ripping arrow after arrow from her own flesh as blood pooled around her feet, Daniella hurried to Sara’s aid as Malik gave a silent prayer and shimmered for a moment. A fraction of a blink of an eye later, eight Maliks tore across the field towards the garrison as an eerie cry split the night air like a blade through flesh. The howl was one of both rage and pain, and it was the signal of the beginning of a night the city of Valdadore would never forget.
Before Jonas even completed his howl, the sound was echoed more than two hundred times from outside the castle walls. Like a tidal wave of claws and fur, the inhuman army that Seth had created sprang into action, pouring out into the streets of Valdadore from the Temple of Ishanya. Instantly Jonas picked up the scent of his enemy, and subliminally it was relayed to all the werewolves in the immense pack. Without so much as an order the beasts took to the streets, all of a single mind, all craving revenge and blood, all converging upon the castle. Jonas surged across the field, digging his claws into the soil and propelling himself at an unbelievable speed towards the shadows. Overtaking the many copies of Malik, as if they stood still, Jonas landed in the shadow of the garrison, growling and snarling, his canine fangs flashing, but it was all for naught. Looking around the shadows no enemy presented itself, yet there was no escape from here, except an open expanse of ground between the garrison and the nearest gate that exited into the city. Luckily for Jonas, he had senses stronger than that of vision, and sniffing the air he raised his nose upwards to better catch the scent. Not only did he do so, but he also witnessed a figure in black disappearing over the top of the castle wall, more than a dozen stories above him. Jonas could not scale the wall, even with his great strength and claws. The foe was an expert, and probably blessed by a god to accomplish such a feat. Jonas shared the information with the pack as the many Maliks rushed to join him.
“Where is he?” all of the Malik copies said at once.
Jonas simply pointed over the wall, before turning towards the gate and launching himself forward upon all fours again. He may have fallen behind, but he would still take up the chase.
 
*****
 
Seth had mastered altering the armor his troops needed a few hours before pandemonium erupted in the temple, but it was still a lengthy process. In fact, he had just completed the last set of his men’s armor when the troops within the room with him bared their teeth, growling, and then let loose a mournful howl unlike anything Seth had ever heard before. Both of the beasts in the chamber turned, though only one rushed off without warning. The other, looking back over his shoulder, said something to Seth before following his comrade, though the only words Seth clearly heard were ‘Sara’, ‘assassin’, and ‘dying’. Before Seth could even comprehend the words something within him snapped as he unleashed the power he contained within himself. Like a great wave of light and wind, a surge of power erupted from Seth, and with a boom that shook the entire temple, Seth vanished.
 
*****
 
Borrik was sleeping peacefully when Jonas screamed at him through their subconscious link. It was not a voice that was communicated, as that was not how the pack worked. Nor was it directed at Borrik singularly, as all communications within the pack were shared by all near enough to be contacted. Instead it was an image with a thought or emotion attached to it. The image that entered Borrik’s mind, and that ripped him from his bed, was an image of Sara with more than a dozen arrows protruding from her body and blood pouring from her like water from a broken bucket. Borrik recognized the location of the image immediately. His heart pounding in his chest, Borrik wrenched the door to his chamber from its hinges as he sprang into the temple proper, where he, and all of his kind, poured into the streets like a flood of death seeking its prey. The hunt was on.
Pouring into the streets the werewolves moved like an unstoppable force of nature. They surged through the street, along the walls of the houses, even up the buildings to leap from roof to roof. As they ran they spread out, and within minutes bloodthirsty feral beasts coursed along every available surface of the city, sniffing the air hungrily for their target. Borrik both watched and felt the men and women of his pack take to the streets and rooftops of Valdadore. Images and thoughts from all directions assailed him of citizens screaming and running from the vicious beasts although none of these was in any real danger, as the pack hunted only one man. His was the scent of a tavern. Stale ale, smoke, horses and sweat, yet there was something strange about him too. Mixed with these smells was the scent of oil and metal, and also something Borrik did not recognize. Upon this man was a scent that was unfamiliar and which should have made him quite easy to track, yet try as they might, no matter how strong the scent, the werewolves could not locate the assassin. 
Time and again a member of the pack would catch a glimpse of him, before once again he vanished, seemingly into thin air. For nearly an hour the pack raced like a wave across the city covering streets and rooftops in an attempt to run their prey to ground. Then, as if the man had used magic to disappear, the trail of his scent ended. The wave of werewolves now came from all directions, all converging on this one location, as word of the trail’s end spread instantaneously. As if they were all of one mind, all the feral men turned and began spreading out like wildfire, looking to pick up the scent once again. All of the troops relied upon their instincts. All but one at least, as the werewolves spread throughout the city. Borrik ignored both instincts and his nose. Instead, he followed his gut. Clamoring to the rooftops to take a more direct route, Borrik scratched and clawed his way up the side of the nearest building. Reaching the summit, he turned and began bounding from one roof to the next.
 
*****
 
Sara watched as the blood spilled from her many wounds. One by one she wrenched the bolts free of her flesh and blood covered her hands, making them slick. It was a lose, lose or lose situation. Removing each bolt sent waves of mind-numbing pain through her body which threatened to leave her unconscious, but they had to be removed. Pulling each bolt out opened a new hole in her body for blood to spew out of, but her body could not properly heal with them in the way. The damned healer had already prayed twice, but failing in some way to heal the princess, was now pacing nearby and shaking her head. Sara’s vision blurred as she screamed out again, ripping another bolt from her flesh. She nearly had them all removed, even though Jonas and Malik had only taken up the chase of the assassin a few seconds ago. Sara knew she could recover from this, but the blood flowed too freely from her. Not knowing what else to do, she tried with her hands to seal as many wounds as she was able in a feeble attempt to hold the blood in. 
Still the blood seeped from between her fingers, and from wounds she was unable to cover, and still the healer paced speaking quietly to herself. Sara’s vision faded again, but this time she felt something inside her stir as if it moved of its own accord. One wound stopped spewing blood. She felt nauseous. The world around her seemed to blur, and then a whoosh of air blasted Sara full in the face. Before Sara stood a man all in black, though her failing vision obscured any other detail. This was how the assassin had escaped, and now he had returned to finish the deed.
Sara let her head loll back, not even pretending to conceal the fact she was near to losing consciousness. Her arms felt increasingly weak, so she let them fall from her wounds, down to her sides. The assassin did not yet move. Sara grasped the blades in her belt, and still kneeling with her feet beneath her, pulled the blades forth at the same time that she gave the command her husband had taught her a few hours before.
“Jump!” Sara yelled as best as she was able.
With unimaginable force, Sara’s enchanted boots propelled her both forward and upward into the assassin where she drove the blades into his chest. The power of his life rushed through the blades into Sara like a raging river. With so much power, Sara’s injuries healed almost instantly, before she or her attacker even fell back to the ground. Sara landed atop him, effectively pinning him to the ground. Sara’s heart stopped as her fading vision was restored and she witnessed, for the first time, the face of the man beneath her.
 
*****
 
Seth felt the power surge through him and felt it carry him away, as if for an instant he had become one with the power. As if he had become insubstantial. As if for only a moment, he was the power. Though no matter how determined he was, nor how frightened, Seth knew, even as he re-contained the power, that it had happened again. The world around him felt different. Even with his eyes closed he knew that here it was darker, cooler and more damp. In the pit of his stomach Seth feared he would have to scale his way back out of the same godforsaken room he and Sara had been imprisoned in just mere weeks ago, and make the trek on foot once again back to Valdadore. Taking a deep breath to steady himself, Seth began to open his eyes when he heard a familiar, yet different, voice as something hard slammed into his chest driving him up into the air, knocking the wind from his lungs.
The impact had been so hard, Seth had not even realized for a moment that two blades had been shoved through his ribcage. In fact, he did not realize it until he hit the ground with someone atop him. Still unable to breathe, Seth forced his eyes open after hitting the ground to find Sara on top of him, pinning him to the ground with both her weight, and her blades that went in his chest and out of his back into the soil below him. Unable to breathe since both of his lungs had collapsed, Seth lay upon the ground staring up at the woman he loved more than anything. In return, Sara looked at him as if in a daze for a moment, then as her eyes slowly refocused, the pupils swelling in size, Sara’s mouth fell open in a silent scream of anguish as her body slumped in defeat. Seth attempted to speak, though nothing but blood left his lips, pouring from both corners of his mouth.
 
*****
 
For the life of him, Mordal could not explain where the rest of the Knights of Valdadore had come from, though it mattered little now as he raced across the rooftops of the castle city. The mission had gone flawlessly. Find a target, kill the target, flee away from castle, and lose pursuit in the city. Everything was going according to plan. For the third time Mordal stopped upon the edge of a roof watching the street below. Just as had happened each time before, the beast man that had been in the sparring field came lunging into sight. They made eye contact, but before the hairy man could get too close, Mordal changed directions and raced off across the rooftops, concentrating upon the mental map he had made of the city. This job was entirely too easy, Mordal thought, as he again sprang from one rooftop to another before sprinting a short distance and lunging again. He was about to stop, to ensure the creature pursuing him was still on the trail, when he witnessed another of the beast men leaping from roof to roof several blocks away, headed straight towards him. Turning to resume his retreat, he saw yet another of the wolfmen.
Mordal summoned one of his blessings and felt as his muscles tensed and the power surged through his blood. Smiling into the night, Mordal cracked his neck to either side before racing off, this time at an unnatural speed, again across the night-time roofs of Valdadore. This time the pursuit was in earnest as dozens of the beast men leaped into and out of sight as Mordal followed the route in his mind. Within minutes the assassin was nearing his destination, but it was becoming more of a race than he had hoped for. The hair-covered, armored beasts were coming from everywhere now, springing up from the streets onto the lower buildings, leaping across roofs, and racing down roads from all directions. Mordal realized his time was growing short, and as the creatures began to close in on him, Mordal unleashed yet another of his abilities as he slid to a stop upon the roof top of a very long building. 
The building below him was nothing more than a warehouse belonging to the textile guild. It was one giant room stacked upon another where fabric was made, dyed and hung to dry, but it served the assassin’s purpose perfectly. Becoming one with the surrounding scenery, Mordal watched as the nearest beasts began to swivel their heads this way and that, looking for their target, all the while testing the air with their noses. Mordal smiled again. Stepping invisibly to the edge of the roof, Mordal jumped off, landing one floor below on one of the many balconies of the building. These were open air balconies without so much as a door to keep him out. A perfect plan.
Mordal stepped into the uppermost floor of the fabric dying facility, taking his time to brush up against every piece of fabric that stood in his way. Above, he could hear as the beasts gathered, seeking his trail. It would be mere minutes before they realized his scent had left the rooftops, and only seconds more before they picked it up starting with the balcony. His time growing ever shorter, Mordal raced around the immense room touching everything in his path, finishing at the very same balcony he had entered the warehouse at. Once more Mordal raced among the thousands of hanging sheets of fabric to the opposite end of the building. Focusing his power to remain nearly invisible, he waited until he could hear the first of the beasts surge into the warehouse opposite him. Stepping out into the night again, Mordal searched the street below, and looked up to the roof above as he heard his pursuers by the dozens entering the warehouse from the far end. Carefully, Mordal expertly climbed back to the roof. Here there were near a hundred of the beasts, each sniffing and looking, searching for any sign of the man they had been tracking. Now, however, Mordal was not only almost invisible, but he was downwind of the beasts. Silently the assassin crept back the way he had originally come. For the first several buildings the assassin moved slowly, choosing each footfall, timing each leap to be sure none witnessed his shadow. Even though he blended with all that surrounded him, he still cast a shadow. 
Half an hour passed as Mordal carefully retraced his footsteps back towards the castle before he finally felt safe to move at a decent speed. Once he was assured that none were any longer in pursuit, Mordal picked up the pace and within another half an hour he was again scaling the castle complex’s wall at the same point he had come over earlier. The guards upon the wall here were spaced too far apart, and even if they weren’t, Mordal could slip right past them unseen if he needed to. A few more moments later, Mordal was perched atop the castle wall looking down upon the sparring field where this adventure originally started, and he could not believe his eyes, or his luck.
Upon the sparring field below, with no one else to guard them, were two figures in black armor. Even from this height, Mordal did not need to invoke his blessed vision to see what transpired below. One in black cradled the other as the healer, who had been present earlier, simply paced around with her head down. Apparently the princess was beyond the healer’s ability, and the prince had come and was now mourning the loss of his young wife. How lucky could one person possibly be? Mordal grinned to himself as he unstrapped the gnomish Gatling bow. While all the pursuers were still in the southern half of the city, leaving this pair of royals unprotected, Mordal could quickly dispatch the prince, and the healer as well to assure no alarm was raised. Then he could reclaim his mount and leave the city through the northern gate unimpeded. Too damn easy. Mordal snapped the hopper into place atop his mechanical bow.
 
*****
 
Sara, momentarily overcome with anguish, regained herself and pulled her blades from her husband’s chest. The power rushing into her subsiding, Sara quickly tossed her blades aside and called to Daniella. The healer, having failed to be any help to Sara, snapped out of her current state of shock and rushed to Sara’s side. With the experience of a trained professional, Daniella quickly inspected Seth’s wounds and summoned up her abilities as she began her first prayer. Chanting softly in a tongue Sara did not recognize, Daniella’s hands began to glow with holy white light. As the glowing increased, so too did the volume of Daniella’s chanting. Sweat beaded upon the healer’s face as her jaw muscles flexed. Gritting her teeth the healer strained to heal an injury that most novice clerics could repair in short order. Moments passed and Seth lost consciousness. More moments passed and his body began to convulse. More and more sweat appeared on Daniella’s face and arms as her hair became drenched and clung to her scalp. Something was amiss.
Slowly, painstakingly, the first of Seth’s wounds began to close, seemingly reluctant to heal. As the hole in his chest mended, Seth attempted to inhale, though with one lung still filled with blood, he only choked and gurgled before being wracked by convulsions yet again. Near half an hour had passed since Seth was wounded, and with only half his healing completed, Daniella stopped in her prayer a moment to rest and refocus.
“Something resists my efforts,” Daniella stated, panting for breath. “With you I could not even recognize what it was I was seeing within your body. I could not connect with you to heal your wounds. With Prince Seth it is much the same, but his body relents to my power, if only barely so. It makes no sense to me, but give me a moment’s reprieve and I shall continue.” 
Sara simply nodded her head and waited patiently for Daniella to continue. She did not wait long. After what could barely be called a moment of rest, Daniella began to chant anew and placed her hands upon Seth as her flesh began to blaze with bright white luminance. More than another half an hour passed as Daniella completed the process, perspiring and panting from the strain. As drained as she was, Daniella did not fall back to lay upon the grass for rest. Instead the woman rose in her white robes, and began to stride about, once again speaking to herself.
Sara, on the other hand, without so much as a thought, carefully pulled Seth into her lap. There she cradled him, hoping he would regain consciousness soon, and that he would forgive her for mistakenly attacking him.
 
*****
 
Borrik wanted a higher vantage point, for he had a feeling he knew what the assassin was playing at. Finding one suitable, he climbed the many stories of stone stairs all the way to the top of the structure. Once at the top Borrik looked around in all directions. From here he could see a great distance. Though one of the moons was bright this night, it shone from behind the mages’ tower, casting a deep shadow atop the walkway where Borrik was. Borrik stood unmoving within that shadow, allowing only his eyes to wander this way and that. Still his troops scoured the city hoping to pick up the assassin’s scent once again, but Borrik knew they would not find it.
For a moment Borrik’s attention fell to the sparring field below as the healer worked upon whom he presumed was Sara, though from this distance in the dark, even the great wolf man was unsure. Seth was there too, which Borrik had known even before he had looked below. Even at this distance Borrik could catch the scent of his master. Borrik watched as Seth gathered Sara into his lap, and the healer began pacing for some unknown reason. Borrik watched his master for a moment longer, and was about to begin scanning the surrounding area once again when he felt more than saw something move not more than fifty yards away. In the great wolf beast’s mind, he was sure of what he had seen, yet looking across the expanse of the stone walkway, no other living thing was present. 
Something here was not right, yet Borrik dared not move lest he reveal himself. Then the sound came. Click. Borrik knew something or someone was atop the castle wall with him, and none of the guards who patrolled the wall were anywhere near this position. Something was still out of place, yet Borrik simply could not wrap his brain around it. Then he had an idea. Releasing the exact image he could see before him to the pack consciousness, Borrik sent with the image a feeling of unease and questioning. Three answers came in return, and two of them were the same. Shadows.
Quickly Borrik scanned the area ahead of him. He studied quickly the way the stone surfaces reacted in the moonlight and almost immediately found a discrepancy. Just as Borrik lunged, from the overcast shadow of the mage’s tower projected upon the castle wall came another sound, seemingly from nowhere, yet somewhere in front of him. Thoomp, clank.
Just once the sound came as Borrik barreled into something he could not see upon the top of the wall. Grabbing at whatever the thing was, Borrik bore it down off the wall with him where they both fell nearly a dozen stories to crash upon the roof of the knight’s garrison. Borrik felt bones snap upon impact, both his and the assassin’s. As pain began to overtake his body, Borrik watched as the assassin became distinguishable from their surroundings upon the roof. However, even with a broken leg, among several other injuries, the murderer made yet another attempt to flee. Dragging one useless leg behind him, the assassin rose and made for the edge of the roof. Borrik refused to give the man another chance to kill his master, and with more broken and shattered bones than whole ones, the giant werewolf lunged with every muscle he could muster and dug his claws into the assassin’s throat from behind. The blow once again drove them both over the side. Borrik and his prey fell the remaining story to the cobblestones below in a twisted mess of flesh and fur as blood began to puddle upon the ground beneath them.
 
*****
 
Sara heard the distinctive sound that had marked her for death earlier in the night, but this time she knew what it meant. As the thoomp, clank sounded, Sara, acting by instinct alone, snatched the bolt from the air with lightning reflexes. This one would not strike her in the chest. Looking up so see the source of the missile, Sara watched as Borrik raced across the top of the defensive wall and with an audible crunch, leapt from the wall altogether. As if the world slowed for an instant, Sara watched as Borrik plummeted unnaturally slowly, grappling with something that to her was invisible. As the wolfman disappeared from view above the roof of the garrison, a loud crash sounded and immediately Sara knew Borrik to be dead. Without some form of a blessing, none could have survived such a fall. Yet as she watched, a man appeared at the edge of the roof, ribs protruding from his chest and dragging a broken leg behind him. Sara had not seen the man fall, but knew it now to be the assassin. It mattered little though, for in less than an instant, the man was attacked from behind by a mass of fur and blood. Borrik had flung himself bodily at the assassin to assure the man did no further damage. With both a crack and a gruesome splat the two entangled bodies hit the cobblestones. Nowhere on Thurr would Sara be able to find another man as loyal to her husband as Borrik had been. He had been an unquestioning ally from the day they had first met the priest. Now he had given his life to protect his master.
Sara would miss the handsome yet fearsome warrior her husband had created. Laying Seth upon the ground, Sara stood to approach the fallen mangled bodies. Daniella watched as Sara neared the pile of ruined flesh and fur. Neither of them expected to see the large clawed hand rise, beckoning them silently for aid. Sara, jaw dropping, spun to once again call the healer to duty, but Daniella simply shook her head.
“What do you mean, no?” Sara demanded threateningly.
“Even if I knew his anatomy, I am spent. We should send for another,” Daniella answered slowly.
“There is no time to send for another. He has minutes at best,” Sara shouted, unwilling to give up. “You must heal him! Bone is bone, flesh is flesh, mend what you can.”
“It will do little good, your majesty,” the healer responded. “His organs are surely ruined. Even if I mend his bones and flesh he will die. I have no knowledge of the rest of his anatomy. I am sorry,” Daniella said with finality.
Sara stood in shock, not knowing what to do. If he could be saved, Seth would stop at nothing to save Borrik, and neither would she. Sara had one option available, though she knew not what the consequences might be. She had a feeling, however, that she knew better than anyone else the cost of this decision.
Like a lithe dancer Sara sprinted across the grass of the sparring field to retrieve her twin blades before rushing back to Borrik’s side upon the cobblestones. Grasping his huge paw-like hand with her own petite fingers, she raised his wrist and bit deeply into his flesh before placing the handle to one of her daggers in his palm. She forced his fingers to grasp the handle, and thrust the blade into her own flesh.
Having stabbed Seth, Sara had accidentally absorbed a great amount of life within a few moments. That immense influx of life had allowed her to heal nearly instantly. Now she shared with Borrik her own altered life force. It did not begin immediately, but soon Sara watched fascinated yet disgusted as bones began to move beneath Borrik’s flesh, like living beings crawling around within him. When his body began to take shape once again, Sara removed the blade from her flesh and watched as Borrik’s healing was completed. In less than a quarter of an hour, Borrik disentangled himself from the corpse of the assassin and rose to his full height before once again falling to his knees to kneel before Sara.
“You’re welcome,” Sara began. “I am sorry, though, for the price of your survival.”
“No matter the cost, I thank you,” Borrik replied in his deep feral voice. “I think I yet have much to do here.”
Sara nodded her understanding, and together they went to Seth’s side, waiting for him to regain consciousness. Daniella, after the shock of what she witnessed, began pacing and speaking to herself aloud once again. Borrik called off the search, as the assassin was no more. However, he posted his men all over the city and ordered them to watch not only for anything odd, but also for shadows that were out of place.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 8
 A Gruesome Gift and a Harbinger of Death 
 
 
Seth opened his eyes to find himself laying in Sara’s lap with a ring of worried onlookers around them. Seth’s troops, along with the knight Jordin, watched anxiously, all of them feeling they had failed the pair of young royals. One man in the circle had wrought success for that failure, and seeing his master’s eyes open, Borrik separated himself from the crowd. It took the large beast of a man only a few strides to close the distance. Towering over his master, Borrik reached out and dropped something upon the ground with a thud. Seth, not understanding the gesture, up righted himself from Sara’s lap, and turned to see what it was that his most loyal servant had discarded. There upon the ground, lying upon its side, was the disembodied head of a man. It had not been severed or cut so much as ripped from its owner. Muscles and vertebra, along with blood vessels and flesh, still hung from the base of the head, a mass of mutilated gore. Though the object in his vision disgusted him no end, Seth looked up to the large gray beast of a man and smiled in understanding. Borrik had brought him the head of the man who had hurt Sara, and for that Seth swore to himself that his most loyal follower would be greatly rewarded. Ishanya had promised Borrik great power and an unnaturally long life through service to Seth, and the man had earned that much and more.
“Thank you Borrik,” Seth said and then turned to face his own personal angel in a life filled with demons. “You saved that which means the most to me in this life, and for that I am grateful.”
“Yes my prince,” Borrik replied simply.
“It seems to me that each day in my service you stray further from the path of a priest, and I am concerned that it is I who leads you astray,” Seth said, obviously thinking aloud. “I should like to hear your thoughts on this.”
“My prince…” Borrik began and then paused as if pondering the best way to approach the subject. “I fear there are no eloquent words with which to phrase my response, your majesty.”
“Then speak plainly, Borrik,” Seth replied.
“I have put the path of a priest behind me, my prince. I feel I am no longer a suitable man to claim such a position,” Borrik started. “The life of a warrior, a fighter and a killer seems much less complicated to me, and it shames me to say that I believe I have a natural talent for it. So if I would better serve you, Master Seth, by being a warrior than a priest, then that is what I choose.”
“I had hoped as much Borrik,” Seth admitted. “I do not trust Ishanya, though I must serve her. You, on the other hand, serve me, and by your own choice. You have been a loyal friend. You have been a wise teacher. You have….”
“Killed yourself to save us,” Sara added, cutting Seth’s speech short.
“That too,” Seth questioned more than stated, having not witnessed the deed. “For that, Borrik I am more than grateful. In fact I wish to reward you by making you into a warrior unlike any other upon Thurr, if you wish it.”
“Whatever you deem me worthy of, master. I will gladly accept and in return, as I have done already, I will continue to serve you even unto death,” Borrik replied, his feral voice becoming barely a whisper.
Seth watched as hundreds of fur-covered heads bobbed in agreement around him. Theirs was a loyal race of men. Seth thought it sad that in order to make them so, he had had to strip them of much of their humanity. Though he supposed every race had its flaws, he had thought as he grew up that somehow humans were superior to other races. As he experienced more of life, he was beginning to see that there was a lot about the world he did not yet understand. Even so, Seth had much more important things to do than sit here in the grass pondering the differences between the many races of man. The first of which was to give his men their orders as they were now prepared to carry them out.
“Borrik, send two hundred of your men west with orders to harass and impede the progress of King Sigrant’s army. I do not want them to openly attack. Have them ambush at night, burn supplies, kill horses and oxen, and break the wheels upon the carts in their supply lines. Slow down that army in any way that does not get them killed,” Seth commanded, pausing until Borrik nodded. “Also send as many men as you need to stand post between here and the enemy to relay messages from the front lines back here to me. Dispatch only as many as necessary for this, as you will be needing the remainder of your men here.”
Again Borrik nodded, and this time the majority of his troops turned and strode away leaving only a couple dozen men. Seth and Sara watched them go, though Borrik seemed not to notice. After the sounds of the many werewolves’ clawed toes upon the stone had faded, Seth rose to his feet and, turning, gave Sara his hand. With very little aid, Sara too came to her feet to stand beside her husband, each of them only an arm’s length from the massive leader of the werewolves. All three of them very nearly died this night, and all because they had felt safe here within the castle walls. Seth had to remind himself that this was not just a simple war between nations. This was an intricate game played out by the gods, and their reach was vast, including the whole of the world. No place on Thurr was a safe haven from those blessed by the gods, but Seth had a plan to even the odds a bit.
“Borrik, I want you to take your remaining troops outside the castle. Go wherever you see fit, though time is limited. Think of what attributes would make you a more efficient killer. Think of what abilities you could possess that would make you like a chosen champion of the gods. Then think of what animals in nature possess those abilities. Capture them, as many as you can. Bring them alive back here to the city,” Seth said, watching realization dawn on his most loyal servant. “Many think me a god, and every god has to have champions. It is time I create my own.”
 
Borrik did not respond. Instead he dropped to one knee, bowing his head low to the ground. Pausing only briefly, Borrik how the bite from Sara might affect him already, then stood once more, before turning. Then he and his remaining men fled into the night, a mass of nocturnal predators. Seth and Sara watched them until they passed through the gate into the city beyond before Sara stepped forward and turned to face her husband.
“As usual I have questions, my love,” Sara stated with a slight grin on her lips.
“As do I,” Seth replied. “You can go first though.”
“What did you mean by creating champions of your own?” Sara asked hesitantly.
“I have at my disposal fewer than three hundred soldiers,” Seth began. “They may be some of the most ferocious fighters upon Thurr, but against a single opponent blessed by a god this very night they were at a loss. Had the assassin wanted them dead, I would have had no troops left. I have two options then. I can imbue all of their weapons and armor, and through melding them each with other beasts make them all a bit stronger. This option will take substantial time and energy, and will still not make them equal to a blessed opponent. My other option is to take just one or two of them, and create out of them my very own champions with abilities unlike anything else Valdadore has to offer. What those abilities might be, well, we will just have to wait and see what Borrik brings back.”
“Is that even possible?” a voice from behind them asked. Both Seth and Sara had forgotten about Malik the knight, and Daniella the healer who now both approached.
“With my capabilities I believe it is, Lord Malik,” Seth answered honestly. “Yet even I am still learning the limitations of my abilities.”
With that Seth looked up towards the sky. Already the darkness was being washed away as the night was at its end.
“We need to be getting some rest, if you will excuse us,” Seth said to the healer and knight. “But please return again this evening so Sara can continue her training.”
“As you wish your majesty,” Malik answered for them both.
Without so much as a goodbye, Seth grabbed Sara’s hand and dragged her from the sparring field towards the mages’ tower. Sara waited until they had some distance between themselves and those they left behind before she spoke again.
“You said you had questions too,” Sara stated. “What is it you were thinking?”
“Do you know how I got to you on the sparring field so quickly?” Seth asked.
“No, my love,” she answered.
“Me either,” Seth replied. “At least not exactly. I teleported again somehow, yet had no control over it. It is something I really need to look into, yet I dare not experiment. Who knows where I might end up if I make a mistake?” Seth finished with a grin.
Both Seth and Sara reminisced about their last experience with teleportation the rest of the way to the mages’ tower. Once there, Seth let Sara go on ahead of him and up to the floor that was once their home. He on the other hand, had more duties to attend to. Fortunately these would be brief, as all he had to do as the acting head of the battle mages was given an order. It concerned an idea he had had when fighting with the black horde. He was now going to try it as a tactic for the upcoming battle. The mages would need armor instead of their robes to blend in with the rest of the army. To make armor the blacksmiths had to heat metal repeatedly while they shaped it, a process that would be made much faster if each had a mage who could produce and concentrate fire for him. Seth needed to speak to the mages and the blacksmiths.
Smiling to himself less than an hour later, Seth began to climb the huge spiral staircase up the many flights to the top of the tower. Believing himself a genius, Seth had solved two problems at once that would not only spare the lives of the mages but also speed production of the blacksmiths, and thereby save lives of those who got the armor they might not have otherwise. Reaching the topmost floor, Seth did not believe he could be more satisfied. However, that was before he saw Sara down the hall, clearly awaiting his arrival.
 
*****
 
Horace yanked hard on his mount’s reins, forcing the beast to veer to the left. Keeping his eyes on his previous path, off to his right, the Knight of Valdadore watched as three arrows lanced past him just a few feet away. One and a half seconds. That was generally the amount of time he had to react between receiving a premonition and it coming to reality. His was a blessing of two parts, and Horace had mastered the use of both many years ago. Not only could Horace see events that would adversely affect him a moment before they actually occurred, but he also was as strong as any two non-blessed men. Through the graces of his god, Gorandor, like all of the other knights, Horace aged a little slower than average as well, and though he was now over a hundred years old, he was a man who appeared to be in his mid-fifties.
Again Horace’s vision rippled, and again he veered his mount off course as another round of ballista sailed past. Hollow Lake was no more than another hour’s ride, but being pursued for an hour could feel like an eternity. With his long red hair trailing behind him in the wind, Horace turned in his saddle to see if he could determine who or what it was that wanted him dead. Personally the veteran knight would prefer to kill the pursuers now, rather than spend the next hour dodging arrows flung at his back from the darkness, but looking back he could see nothing. Whatever it was that chased him could either see much better than he in the darkness, or was invisible. Even with his premonition, the veteran knight of Valdadore dared not take a risk if he could avoid it. It was better to lure the pursuers to his fellow knights, where together he and his brothers could make easy work of them, whatever they were.
For another hour Horace rode, all the while being pursued and threatened with injury. Time after time a ripple in his vision would occur, and seeing himself about to be struck by his enemies shot, he would alter course slightly so that the arrows sailed past him. The nearer he got to the lake, the more complicated the ride became. His pursuers were getting smarter as multiple shots were fired within a fraction of a second not only at him but to either side as well. These became increasingly difficult to dodge, but time and again Horace managed the feat, if only barely. Horace was not only fleeing his pursuers and dodging their attacks, but he was also learning. The most shots fired at him in a wave were five, leading him to believe that there were multiple attackers on his tail. Luckily for Horace it would only be a few more moments before he could find out for sure.
 
*****
 
Garret stood, a giant of gleaming metal, inside a huge trench that was nearly as deep as he was tall. Being below the surface of the soil, even with all of his fellows digging like there was no tomorrow, an odd, out-of-place sound seemed to reverberate off the walls of the trench. It started as a mute buzzing, but as the minutes passed it became louder and a rhythm was established where before it had all blurred together. A few moments later the sound was not only distinguishable, but recognizable as well. A horse charged headlong, directly towards them. More minutes passed as the sound of the nearing horse grew louder and louder within the confines of the trench, and then the sound of the horse was accompanied by a buzzing once again. Another horse followed the first, and Garret was only expecting one arrival. Garret was not the only one to notice, and as he strained his ears to listen, his comrades alongside him also ceased their labors to focus upon the sounds.
“Riders,” Garret stated in a voice just loud enough to be heard. “Armor up.”
None of the knights hesitated, immediately dropping their shovels before climbing out of the trench to retrieve the armor they had discarded before beginning their labors. Garret needed no armor, and even though he had been laboring like a slave, his broadsword remained strapped to his back. Pulling it free of its scabbard, Garret climbed the wall of the trench and peered into the darkness, waiting for the riders to reveal themselves. What followed were the scariest moments of Garret’s life; the moments that let him know that in the days to come he would be outmanned, outclassed, outmaneuvered, outnumbered and overwhelmed to the point of breaking. What the young king saw that very night he would later realize was a clear message from the real rulers of Thurr, and they too were at odds with one another.
 
Garret watched as the great white charger bearing Horace exploded from the darkness beyond his vision, charging as fast as its powerful legs would go. Without altering his course, Horace aimed his mount directly for the king, and was bearing down upon the giant metallic warrior at incredible speed. Bracing himself for the impact, Garret bent his knees and leaned into the blow just as Horace did something completely unexpected.
Leaping from his mount at full speed, Horace, still clinging to the reins, forced the beast to falter as it crashed to the ground, bouncing and rolling, screaming as only an injured animal could. Horace too impacted hard, but managed to dig in his armored toes and fingers and slide nearly to a halt at his king’s feet. Almost unnoticed by Garret, as Horace and his white charger were both driven to the ground, several arrows struck his giant, steel thigh, either glancing off or breaking altogether with no effect. Horace had avoided the attack, but had been forced to injure both himself and his mount to do so. Hearing the clamor, Garret’s comrades rushed to his aid, each of them scantily armored, wearing only a few pieces of their gear as there had not been enough time to prepare. Even so, no enemy yet revealed itself, although the hoof beats continued to drum in increasing volume as the seconds passed. Anxiously Garret and his knights waited, even Horace, who climbed to his feet nursing more than a few sore ribs. All stood transfixed, staring intently into the darkness when their adversaries first appeared. Blackness born from blackness, four horsemen spewed forth from the darkness, each of them dressed in shadows.
Charging in on black stallions the four horsemen stood upon the beasts’ backs and each leapt high into the air, converging on one singular point, as if they would collide with one another as they flew towards Garret himself. Much to all of the knights’ surprise, as the four horsemen impacted each other, they dissolved into one another as the shadows encompassing their bodies combined. As they became one, they exploded in size; four normal-sized men, becoming one man, four times as large. Realization came too late of what was unfolding in front of him, as the now giant adversary twisted in the air and kicked out, driving both of his feet solidly into Garret’s chest. The man clad in blackness was just as large as Garret now, and all that weight behind the impact sent Garret somersaulting backwards to again land within the great trench that only moments before he had been digging. As Garret flew backwards, the horseman exploded back into four separate beings with what sounded to be a clap of thunder. Each of them landed upon the ground, and spun to face separate opponents, each of them seemingly choosing a knight that they would face alone.
The four did not all come at once. Instead three remained stationary as the fourth sprang into action with amazing speed. His was a speed that reminded each of the knights of their recently fallen comrade Philip. As the dark horseman gained momentum, his actions became a blur in the darkness. Before anyone knew what was happening, the man darted among them, slicing flesh here, stabbing there, and slashing all he could reach among the giant knights. Horace alone remained uncut, as a premonition warned him of the impending danger just in time to avoid it. However, each of these knights had also sparred with Philip in the past, and having realized their predicament, they changed tactics to deal with their opponent’s speed. Changing tactics did them little good however, as the enemy still had more surprises to share. 
Garret regained his feet and clambered out of the trench once more. He could hear his men’s curses and felt the earth shake as they moved on the ground above him. Pulling himself up over the lip, Garret expected to see his men engaged with a singular opponent, equal to them in size. What he actually saw however was completely different. At first Garret could not believe what it was he was seeing. The precision and decisiveness of the enemy was astounding. But more disturbing were the multiple abilities granted to them by their god. It was a mismatched fight, though sadly, even with six against one, the odds were in the enemy’s favor.
Garret watched as one of the horsemen leapt high into the air at an amazing speed. As his body rocketed upwards, his limbs immobile, another horseman leapt as well. Within seconds all four horsemen lanced through the air at great speed. Garret realized the horsemen had each timed their assaults to attack one of his knights, one after the other. As the first horseman struck Noah in the chest with his body, driving his small blade to penetrate the giant man’s armor, the second horseman impacted upon the first and something terrible happened. The first horseman’s blade was like a dagger in comparison to the knight’s massive size, yet, being so small it easily penetrated Noah’s armor. As the first horseman clung to the blade he had driven through Noah’s armor, the second horseman joined with him. Instantly the horseman doubled in size. So too did his blade double in length and size, biting deeper into Noah’s flesh. Then the third horseman hit. They moved at such speed, with such unpredictability that Noah had no time to react to the assault. As the third horseman melded with the previous double-sized one, he again increased in size just before the fourth impacted. The fourth horseman wasn’t even required. For as the final horseman combined with his brethren, Noah was already toppling over backwards, a blade protruding from his breastplate where behind it lay his heart. Blood ran from the immense knight’s armor like a crimson river, a torrent that seemingly had no end. The horsemen, using tactics and abilities unlike anything Thurr had seen before, had felled the largest knight upon the world in a matter of seconds, and injured three others.
Garret had no time to panic, but realized that they were outmatched. Noah was already dead or at the very least in his final moments. Seeing no way to get an advantage, beyond that of numbers, Garret gave the only order that he thought might in the least buy them some time.
“Keep on the move!” he shouted as he sprang the rest of the way up and out of the trench. “Don’t let them...him repeat that performance!”
His knights obeyed without a word, and managed to circle around the giant horseman before he could recover from Noah’s falling body. His blade had become wedged in Noah’s armor, but only for an instant. The giant black mass of swirling shadow and darkness quickly split into two men, each doubly as tall and powerful as a single man. The now-shrunken sword released from the armor, and now it was a battle of two versus five. Even surrounded and outnumbered  the enemy horsemen were quick to begin evening up the odds in a flurry of devastating strikes.
Rushing towards those surrounding them, the horsemen faked an attack in two directions. Then turning to face towards one another, one of them split once again, creating two average-sized opponents, and one double-sized. Racing towards the center of the knights, the first horseman collided with the larger, double version of himself, thus creating a man three times his normal size. The larger one squatted as the smaller horseman leapt towards him, freeing up all speed and strength. What happened next was not only unbelievable, but in the very least, it was an unholy act to witness.
Catching the smaller version of himself within his hands, the giant horseman spun on his heels, using the momentum provided by his comrade leaping into his hands, along with every fiber of strength within his own muscles. Hurling the smaller version of himself with all of his might towards the nearest knight of Valdadore, the giant enemy froze as if a statue, watching the flight of its smaller self. As the small horseman shot through the air, in the blink of an eye he curled into a ball and began to glow before erupting into unnatural white fire that consumed him in a great blaze of unholy energy. For just a moment, the white ball of light shot through the air appearing to be an open-mouthed skull before it hit Griffin, another of Garret’s fabled knights.
The Knight of Valdadore had stood no chance. There was no deflecting this blow, nor could his armor have protected him even had he been wearing all of it. As the white ball of seemingly demonic energy struck him, it melted straight through his armor into the cavity of his chest where it blazed bright for an instant, charring all organs within to ash. The shell of the giant man collapsed, shimmering slightly, as he became his unblessed size once more.
Garret had lost two knights in under two minutes, and though the horseman had seemingly sacrificed one quarter of his abilities and strength, if he repeated it three more times, only one soul from Valdadore would be returning home. However, Garret believed he now understood how the blessing of the horseman worked. Each separation of the horseman shared the combined powers of them all. Four men could move at normal speed and had normal strength. However if three remained immobile, then one could move at four times the rate with four times the strength. This also worked when they combined. If two joined the resulting person was twice the size of an average man, with twice the strength and speed. So on and so forth. Now, having sacrificed a quarter of his power, the horseman was diminished, though Garret still did not know how to bring him down. But it seemed that Horace had an idea. Garret watched his only average sized knight present rush in to attack the horseman, three times larger than himself.
 
*****
 
Horace had been a Knight of Valdadore for over a century. He had watched hundreds of his friends die in battles, buried men far younger than himself and fought many an enemy who was more powerful than he was. Horace was unique in his gift however. Size, strength and speed were virtually useless against him. Horace only got hurt when he chose to, and only out of necessity. He lived every moment of his life twice, and in doing so, could alter his own future but only by a few moments. Thus he had avoided nearly every injury during every battle in over a hundred years of service to Valdadore. Even so however, he had never faced an enemy like this one. This black harbinger of death was unlike any unholy foe he had ever before encountered but Horace knew that if anyone could face the horseman, it was he. Praying to Gorandor, Horace leveled his silver eyes on his enemy and charged the oversized opponent, prepared to bring him down.
 
*****
 
Garret watched as Horace rushed the giant of a horseman, his red hair trailing loosely behind him. It was a peculiar sight, one seemingly from a children’s tale where a small hero charged in, fearful of nothing, against a larger, more formidable foe. One on one, Garret believed that Horace stood a chance against the shadowed giant, as dodging a single opponent’s blows was fairly simple for him. However, it appeared the horseman had already realized this as well. As Horace bore down on him, another clap of thunder sounded, and with a flash and a shimmer, where once stood the giant horseman, now stood three normal-sized versions of the same. The change did not even give Horace pause. He continued his charge, and with twin swords drawn he clashed with his enemy as the ringing of steel upon steel filled the air. Garret and his two remaining knights raced to join Horace who now fought valiantly in a battle of one versus three. Joining the fray, Garret was happy the odds were finally in their favor: four knights of Valdadore versus the three black riders. For many long moments the knights attempted to slaughter the horsemen, but the trio of black demons refused to be injured let alone slain. Again and again the knights swung their mighty swords, and again and again they struck only air as time after time their foe either moved with incredible speed or jumped impossibly high. It was almost as if they were toying with the Valdadorians, landing non-serious strikes, yet never once being injured themselves. 
On and on the fight raged for over a quarter of an hour, as the valiant knights looked for their opportunity to end the fight, yet none presented itself. Then the horsemen decided to up the stakes as they again launched themselves into a flurry of attacks that were almost too fast to witness, and unbelievable if you could see it all. Like a symphony of thunderous booms the night air began ringing with explosion after explosion as the horsemen joined and split over and over again, attacking from seemingly everywhere at amazing speed. One was in the air striking at Garret’s face as an average sized man, another was kicking out at Horace with a massive black-armored boot at the same time that apparently two of the horsemen were fighting another of Garret’s knights. One moment a vassal of Gorandor fought a normal man, the next a giant like himself. The enemy was down upon the ground at one instant and then he leapt through the air. For each moment of the battle it was as if the enemy was everywhere at once, drawing blood again and again. Even Horace bled now, having taken a small wound in an effort to avoid a more serious one. Garret alone remained unharmed. It was not until Horace yelled, fear evident in his voice, that Garret realized that the enemy had indeed simply been toying with them.
“Duck!” was all Horace managed to yell, as he himself dove towards the ground.
 Any warning from Horace was one that needed to be heeded instantly, but this time no one would be fast enough. As they began to react, the now-familiar thunderous explosion sounded yet again and three horsemen issued forth from where before had stood only one. Their bodies cloaked in darkness, the three shadowed men ran towards one another then leapt into the air. Meeting in the air, each man twisted to face outward as they collided, their eyes falling upon a target before their bodies connected. As the three made contact, they again erupted out from one another, moving too fast to truly see. They began to glow unnaturally as they shot through the air, then flared into a wicked inferno of white fire before becoming the visage of a burning skull with open jaws, ready to consume their targets.
Garret had hit the ground, taking Horace’s warning to heart, and watched as the explosion unleashed the unholy white fireballs towards his companions, sparing only himself. He witnessed as all three of his fellow knights were struck, and though he knew his enemy to be defeated too, it was the horsemen who had had the victory this night. Garret’s heart shriveled as anger and pain began to flood through him. Tears welled up in his eyes as he knew hope was lost. His plans here had been foiled; his hopes of saving the kingdom destroyed. He could not expect to win a battle with so few blessed warriors remaining. He could not even hope to finish digging the trench alone. All was lost.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 9
A Hot Meal
 
 
Sara stood within the hallway of the uppermost floor of the mages’ tower in Valdadore. Behind her was the chamber that she had been given while in service to Judilanthaliz, the head of the gray-robed guardian mages. He was dead now, having fallen in the battle with the black horde. This place was the closest thing to home she and Seth currently had. It had been some time since she and Seth were able to relax and enjoy each other’s company, and she more than anyone understood the great burden Seth bore upon his shoulders. Sara could see it weighing upon him; she knew he needed to pace himself, rest, and unburden his mind by speaking about that which troubled him. She also already knew a great way to help him unwind, and so stood within the vacant hallway completely naked. Not a single inch of her body was concealed by clothes as Seth topped the staircase. Giving a knowing smile as his eyes danced across her, Seth appraised her appreciatively and came to join her, his manly hunger growing with every step.
Sara waited expectantly watching Seth, her own anticipation growing as the man she loved neared. As she became more aroused, simply watching him approach her like a predator, she felt a hunger of her own begin to grow. Unwilling to repeat that particular experience, Sara struggled to suppress the need to feed upon flesh but barely succeeded as Seth snatched her unnaturally light body clean off the floor and pulled her into his arms. Kissing passionately and clinging to each other, both worked to remove Seth’s armor and clothing. Within moments Seth, like his lover, was unrobed, and though Sara tried to coax him into her room, Seth had other ideas entirely. Clasping Sara to his body, Seth spun to place his back against the wall. Sliding his hands down her back to grasp her thighs just below her firm bottom, Seth lifted Sara, sliding her body up his own. Wrapping her legs around her husband, Sara gasped slightly as Seth lowered her, his manhood penetrating her more deeply than she could ever recall. 
Half an hour later, as the morning sun crested the walls of Valdadore, Seth and Sara lay panting upon the stone floor of the mages tower, each of their bodies glistening as sweat beaded upon their flesh. Together they curled into one another, entangling their limbs, kissing and caressing the other’s body, each of them enjoying the other’s attention fully. Having both been starved of this for too long, they remained this way for more than two hours, before Seth made as if to rise.
“Have you something better to do than me?” Sara asked with a smirk.
“Better no, but important none the less,” Seth replied, sounding disappointed.
“I know you have a lot going on,” Sara stated, a worried tone in her voice. “But it seems as if more than your responsibilities are weighing on you. I think you should rest before going back to your duties.”
“I would if I could, my love,” he replied. “But the truth is, with so much life within me, I no longer feel the need nor the desire to sleep. In truth, even if I needed to, I doubt I could at present. Garret is relying on me, his plans rely on me, and the kingdom relies upon me. I must be sure that I get everything perfect. I have to master every detail, test all of my theories, and even when every task is complete, I will continue to prepare as best as I am able. I feel as if there is something I am overlooking, something of import that I need to discover, something right under my nose, yet it remains hidden from me.”
“What do you mean?” Sara asked.
“I can’t be certain,” Seth responded. “I feel that, with all that I am discovering about my abilities, I have overlooked something vital. I hope I discover what that is before it is too late.”
“You will,” Sara said encouragingly. “If anyone can figure it out, it is my amazing husband.”
“Thank you, my love,” Seth smiled. “So what are your plans today in my absence?”
“I am going to practice what I learned last night, catch something to eat, and eagerly await seeing my husband again,” Sara replied with a grin.
Sharing one last embrace, each of them taking solace in the moment, Seth forced himself to relinquish his grasp on the woman he loved more than life itself. Without another word, Seth turned and left the hallway, to climb once again down the immense stone staircase. He had given orders to the battle mages to lend a hand in the creating of arms and armor, and by now those orders were being carried out. Seth intended to see the process for himself, and confirm if it did indeed speed up productivity like he hoped. Time was of the essence, Seth thought, as he reached the bottom of the tower. But before he could even step outside Seth felt a familiar presence. Assuring himself he looked beyond with his vision of the gods to find Sara’s sworn bodyguard, Captain Jonas, the great brown werewolf, standing just outside the mages tower.
“G’morning Jonas,” Seth greeted the werewolf. “Have I missed much?”
“No, my prince,” Jonas replied. “Orders are being carried out as you desired, though I should like to note a few things the men have discovered.”
“Carry on, Jonas,” Seth ordered.
“Our men headed west to harry King Sigrant’s forces have picked up on the scent of blood, and a lot of it, but it is not on their actual route. Would you like them to investigate?”
“Where is the scent coming from?” Seth asked.
“The north west,” Jonas replied. “It is being carried upon the wind, but the men do not believe it to be far from their current location, perhaps a couple hours.”
“Investigate with all haste,” Seth decreed, wondering what could possibly bleed enough to carry a scent that far on the wind. “Anything else, Jonas?”
“Borrik and those he leads have split into three groups, one heading south, another east, and yet another heads north. Borrik wanted me to relay to you that upon his return, he wishes his master to be ready for the beasts he will be bringing will not be easy to subdue,” Jonas answered.
“Very well, and what of our sentries?”
“They are spaced every couple of miles, easily within communication range,” Jonas answered, sending out subliminal orders to the main pack for them to follow the scent of blood. Within moments the order went down the chain of sentries, and came back. “Even now your troops turn northward to discover the source of the blood.”
“Good, Jonas,” Seth replied, happy something was working correctly. “Today you will be at my side. Keep me updated. There is much to do.”
Without so much as a nod, Jonas turned and became one with Seth’s shadow. When Seth moved, he moved. When his master stopped, so did he. Jonas was a superb soldier. He followed orders to the letter without question. He was disciplined beyond measure. In fact, Seth mused, the only reason the man had not been a Knight of Valdadore as a human was his lack of ability to control magic. 
That was it! Seth knew now what it was he needed to discover, and discover it he would, just as soon as his other duties were seen to.
 
*****
 
Zorbin awoke early to break camp and found Linaya already awake. He had seen the way human males drooled over the woman, and he had to admit that even for a human she was oddly attractive, but not near enough to tempt him. Give her a larger chest, and a belly to sit her chest upon, and then perhaps she would be worth a little drool, but as she was...no chance. She seemed a nice enough girl, though she did not talk much, and this made Zorbin curious. Today he would try and discover what kept her tongue entrapped.
“G’morning, Lady Linaya,” Zorbin smiled, rolling up his sleeping mat.
“And good morning to you, Lord Zorbin,” Linaya replied sweeping her hair from her eyes.
“Did you sleep well?” asked the dwarf.
“Not at all. Adjusting to sleeping at night has proved difficult.”
“Tis a shame,” Zorbin responded. “A young lass like yerself needs rest, especially on such a rigorous journey.”
“You think me pampered?” she questioned, one eyebrow rising slightly.
“That’s not what I meant,” Zorbin replied quickly, thinking he may have pushed the wrong button. “I was just meanin’ that something seems to be eating at you, and if your soul is going to be weary, than your body should be strong.”
“Strong, weary, it makes no difference,” Linaya stated, sounding somewhat annoyed.
“What do ye mean?” Zorbin asked, checking the straps on Zanth’s armor. The great dire wolf had kept watch this night, and so had remained in his armor.
“Do you not remember our orders?” Linaya asked, but continued without awaiting a response. “We go to beg for assistance from a nation who sent none only a few weeks ago, and are not to return unless it is with aid. It is a fool’s errand, one designed to send us away to safety as those we love fight for survival. I hate it and want to turn round and go back, but I can’t because I promised.”
“Aye, I agree,” Zorbin replied in earnest. “It is unlikely that any fruit will be borne of this task, but it remains important that we should go.”
“Why?” Linaya questioned, a bit harshly.
“If we go, and the old gray beard says no, then we have lost nothing but time. If we do not go, and the graybeard would have said yes, then we have lost an ally. Better to ask and be refused than not to ask at all,” Zorbin replied. “Besides, orders is orders. If Garret tells me to sail to the moon upon a cloud, I’ll think him mad, but I will still try to do as he commanded.”
“To the moon upon a cloud, huh?” Linaya asked. “Did you just make that up, or have you been saving that one, thinking it clever?” she jested.
“Perhaps you would prefer riding a squirrel into the netherworld?” Zorbin joked in return. He was happy her mood had already lifted. She had simply needed to share what had been bothering her, and now she knew she was not alone in thinking the mission a lost cause.
Together Linaya and Zorbin packed up their few belongings before eating a hasty meal and riding off on their mounts into the morning. They spoke frequently throughout the day, Linaya asking of dwarven history and customs, and Zorbin enquiring about life growing up in the castle. Oddly, they formed an easy friendship, and Linaya was not surprised that Garret thought so highly of the dwarf. He seemed a kind and loyal friend, something every man needed, especially the king.
 
*****
 
Borrik raced eastward from the city of Valdadore. It had taken him only moments to decide upon a course of action. His mission was fairly straightforward. Collect beasts that had attributes he wanted; ones that would make him a better warrior. He had pondered the possibilities and come to a simple conclusion. He had seen those blessed by the gods upon the battlefield when fighting the black horde, and knew that in order to best such warriors, he would need to be their equal or better. He wanted their speed, their strength, their size, and more. Borrik soon thought of what he could bring to his master for such attributes, and giving his orders, split his contingent of werewolf soldiers into halves. Connor Falion, once a farmer, led his party to the south. They were to collect wolves, deer, bats and, if possible, several of the thick-bodied, tough-skinned trolls that lived south of Valdadore. The second party, headed north, was led by Captain Corbin, once a grizzled army veteran, but now renewed with strength and vigor. His mission was to collect the great cave bears of the north, the large-horned rams that lived near the mountains, and, should the opportunity arise, any large birds of prey he might encounter. 
Borrik himself raced east with one single target in mind. He sought a beast both vicious and cunning, and it would not easily be caged. However, it was also a beast that was unwilling to give up a chase, and for that Borrik did not need men or a cage; he just needed to keep it angry enough to follow him. Something within Borrik had changed since being bitten by Sara, for now he, like she, was faster, lighter, and more agile. With this alteration, he could make the trip easily in a couple days, and he hoped to lead his sacrifice back to the city within a week. Sniffing the air as he ran, the large gray alpha werewolf raced on, churning up soil with every step, wondering if his most recent alteration came with as dark a sacrifice as his last one. He could not help himself but to recall an image of a young woman screaming beneath him as he forced himself upon her. Brushing the image aside, a shiver ran down Borrik’s spine and he redoubled his speed in an attempt to clear his mind through physical exertion.
 
*****
 
Sara wandered the top floor of the mage’s tower, avoiding rooms with windows as best as she was able. She drew the curtains of those she could reach without too much trouble, blocking out the sun’s harmful rays. Though some might think it improper or rude, an idea presented itself to Sara that she found rather intriguing. Skipping down the hallway like a schoolgirl might, Sara came to the door of what had once been Jud’s personal chambers. Sara had never actually been in the man’s chamber, and she could not help but wonder what an old half-breed mage might keep within his personal space. She imagined jars with creatures floating in them, vials of potions, scrolls with spells, and dust, lots of dust. Testing the knob, Sara was surprised to find the room unsecured. Pushing the door open, she let it swing wide to reveal nothing that she had expected at all. In fact the room appeared the exact opposite of special. Mundane was a kind word for what Sara saw, but none the less she ventured into the room in hopes of discovering something exciting.
Once inside Sara looked around, noting more specific details. Against one wall was a bookshelf that besides books held a smattering of other items of little importance. Along the opposite wall sat a long wooden desk and chair. Upon the desk sat a large, leather-bound tome and a quill within an inkpot that had completely dried up. Sara approached the desk, and scanning through the last entry in the book, discovered that it seemed little more than a journal of sorts that the half-elven mage had been keeping of his own life and interactions therein. Boring. Sara looked around once more, completely prepared to leave, when she discovered that something was missing. Though the room seemed more than adequate in size to accommodate one, the chamber was bereft of any sort of bed to speak of. This had Sara utterly perplexed for she knew for a fact that Jud had spent every night in this room. Then she wondered if elves required sleep. Seth, having more than ample life within him no longer seemed to require it. Sara herself barely slept these days with the amount of life that Seth had bestowed upon her. Elves were said to be long of life, perhaps the longest lived of all the races of man. Maybe they did not require sleep at all, Sara thought while pacing the room. With nothing better to do than find out, Sara looked to the source of information that would tell her all she needed to know. It had thousands of pages about the man’s life, and surely if he spent so much time writing over the years it must tell if he slept or not. 
Taking a seat at the desk, Sara flipped the pages of the giant tome back towards the beginning. Judilanthaliz had beautiful penmanship. His words were like feathers and flowers upon the pages, each one formed with flowing lines and curves as if the ink had come to life upon the page and danced across its surface leaving a thin trail upon the parchment. Sara admired the work, but flipped all the way to the front cover, where it met the first page within the journal. The tome was huge, and she knew it would take several days to read it all. She also realized that she had little to do during daylight hours, and so she began the first page.
 
My travels upon Thurr, volume three.
 
Volume three? Sara could hardly believe her eyes. The half-elven mage had managed to fill two of these enormous tomes with flowery words and nearly finished a third before he died. Days? It would take the better part of two weeks to make it through three of these vast journals. Sara, however, was up for the challenge. Even so, her body had been nagging her for hours, ever since she had bitten Borrik in order to save his life. Sara needed to feed, and would not be able to properly concentrate until she did. The werewolf seemed to do nothing for her thirst except exaggerate it. Sara needed a human. She needed one that no one would miss, one that perhaps she could keep for a while to feed upon, one that tasted and smelled good. Preferably one that was fairly young, like herself. 
Thinking she knew just the place to go, Sara stood from the chair and exited the room, leaving the door open. Turning down the hall, Sara followed it to the end, magical torches igniting to light the way and extinguishing behind her. She headed down the corridor to the right. Walking a short distance further, Sara entered into the small dining hall upon the top floor of the mages’ tower. As she hoped, she could hear the fires crackling from the kitchen beyond. Above her a great chandelier covered in enchanted candles burst to life. In the next room, a candle there lit as well, signaling that the dining hall had a guest and food would be needed. Sara, ignoring the dozens of chairs in the room, sat upon the end of one of the tables, then laid back upon her elbows awaiting her meal.
Sara did not wait long, for only a few moments passed and the door to the kitchen swung silently open as a young woman named Fera entered the dining room carrying with her a pitcher of cool ale and some cups upon a tray. She was older than Sara, though only by a few years, having been chosen at The Choosing ceremony previous to the one Sara recently attended. Nothing was truly exceptional about her either. Her hair and face were plain, her figure was lean but pleasant, and she walked swinging her hips like a woman without a husband. Sara smiled to the young cook, thinking all the while that there were none who might miss her and raise an alarm. If anyone did mark her absence, they would simply assume she had been reassigned to another duty now that Jud was dead, or perhaps that she had volunteered to do something toward the war effort. 
Sara greeted the woman, thanked her for the drink, and asked for her company, already pouring them both a glass of ale. Fera complied, of course. Even a lowly cook in a vacant floor of a tower knew that the young mage Seth and his wife were now royalty. As such the young cook could not resist speaking to Sara as a peer might, with the possibility of elevating her station if they became friends. They talked for quite some time, Sara frequently replenishing Fera’s drink as the conversation progressed. In little more than an hour, the young woman began to slur her words, unaccustomed to so much ale. Sara, on the other hand, had barely touched her glass, yet the pitcher was near empty. Now all Sara needed to do is show the young woman how kind she really was.
“Oh my,” Sara said. “We seem to have run dry,” she added holding up the pitcher.
Fera began to rise but Sara protested.
“No Fera, you sit and relax, I will refill it,” Sara said standing.
“Really?” Fera asked, her breath reeking of alcohol.
“Sure. Where can I find some more ale?” Sara asked, a grin on her lips.
“There is a large cask in the kitchen, past the cooking fires and around the corner,” Fera replied, gesturing somewhat wildly.
Sara nodded her understanding and turned without hesitation and walked through the door to the kitchen. Once inside, Sara placed the empty pitcher upon the counter before returning again to the door. Leaning against the wall beside the door frame, Sara waited a few moments.
“Fera, I can’t find it!” Sara shouted. “What is a cask?” she added for emphasis of her stupidity, and though she could not hear it, Fera replied.
“Seriously, she can’t find a cask of ale?” Fera murmured, completely disgusted with spoiled, rich people. “Let me come and educate you, your majesty,” she added for spite. 
Rising somewhat unsteadily from her seat, Fera staggered through the door into the kitchen, letting the door swing closed behind her. Sara was nowhere in sight, and so Fera, thinking her around the corner, moved as if to walk in that direction. However, she did not complete a single step before Sara was upon her.
Sara stood as still as death as the door swung open to permit the entrance of her chosen meal. As Fera walked in, the door completely concealed Sara’s hiding spot behind it. As it swung closed once more, it revealed to Sara a perfect opportunity. Taking the single step needed to approach her prey, Sara quickly wrapped an arm around the small woman’s torso, pinning both of her arms to her sides. With her free hand, Sara grasped a fistful of Fera’s brown hair and wrenched her head to the side somewhat violently. Hearing the young cook gasp in surprise, Sara bit into the warm flesh of the woman’s neck, and gasped as the blood filled her mouth and joined her own blood through the tubes in her altered teeth. Ecstasy washed through her veins as she fed, and Sara enjoyed the bliss, careful not to kill the young woman. She hoped to enjoy her over and over again in the days or perhaps weeks to come. Succumbing to blood loss, Fera fainted, falling bodily into Sara who still clung to her as a lover might. Then, carefully lowering the woman to the floor, Sara looked around for the objects she now required.
First Sara found some clean rags and binding the small wounds on Fera’s neck, she hoped to preserve her life and stop the bleeding. Fairly certain the girl would live, Sara needed a way to prevent her from leaving. The kitchen was the most remote room upon this floor of the tower and as such would be the best place to keep the girl. Locating some lengths of rope and twine usually used to suspend meat from hooks in the ceiling, Sara bound Fera’s hands and legs, and then pulled the young woman to her feet. Tossing the length of rope securing Fera’s hands over a hook in the ceiling, Sara secured her victim in a standing position, not wanting to leave the woman any slack to move around with. Finally assured she could not escape, Sara took a remaining scrap of rope and used it to gag the woman as a means to keep her from alerting anyone with her screams for help.
Sara stood back admiring her work. It was not that she was proud of her actions, but this was a simple means to an end. She needed to feed, and here was a source of the blood her body craved. Why attack several people, making herself a monster, if she could simply enslave a single person to her cause? Besides, it was temporary. Eventually Seth would correct her transformation and the need for blood would be gone. Then, Sara reassured herself, she could set the cook free, and it would be as if it had never happened. After all, Sara the princess would never have to fear persecution so long as she was royalty. Satisfied that all was well, Sara left the kitchen without so much as looking back, ready to figure out if elves required sleep or not.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 10
Grim Discoveries
 
It was nearing midday as Seth and Jonas neared the outer wall of the city of Valdadore. The sun was high in the sky, having already burned away the chill of the previous night. Seth walked down the crowded streets surprisingly unhindered, his cowl pulled low over his face shielding his eyes from the sun. For though as the population of the city swelled by the minute as people poured in from neighboring cities and towns, the dark prince was given a wide berth. His was a tale that spread like the plague, and even as he walked the streets he witnessed as people pointed and whispered stories of him to those nearby. Seth prowled the streets once again clad in his black robes, his cowl pulled low over his face to keep out the sun. Those who knew him by sight, or marked him by the werewolf that walked on his heels, moved well out of his way. Those who did not were pulled aside by those who were better educated. The stories of the prince’s abilities had spread and changed, mutating into hardly credible half-truths. Some said the prince could turn a person to ash with a look; others said that if you touched him you became a monster like the ones that served him already. None dared come near him, at least until he finally made his way to Blacksmith’s Row.
Here metal clanged on metal. Fire, prevalent everywhere, heated the very stone of the city walls that in turn heated the air of the nearby street. People ventured here during the warmer seasons out of necessity, but now as winter quickly approached, more crowded the road as a means to keep warm and watch the spectacle that was playing out upon the street. It was unlike anything anyone in the city had seen before, and there were some who did not even see the approach of the prince because of the display that they watched.
One such young mother stood there, her blue eyes transfixed upon a young battle mage a dozen paces away from her. Such was his work that he had stripped off the top half of his robes, letting them fall around his waist where a belt cinched them in place. His well-muscled body showed a life of discipline, and upon it sweat beaded everywhere. In the daylight, it appeared already as if the young mage shone with a light of his own, but it was his craft, which he was performing now, that really made him shine.
Before the young mage stood a blacksmith, and beyond him were his apprentices. Each of the tradesmen held a pair of tongs designed for holding heated metal, which would then be beaten into shape with a large hammer. No one here wielded that tool, however, as the mage worked his abilities miraculously.
With reflected fire blazing in his eyes, the young mage held one palm directly above the lump of metal that was gripped in the blacksmith’s tongs. Though no flame was visible, heat radiated out from the mage’s hand in a constant wave and the metal began to glow within seconds. First it turned red, then orange and next yellow before finally turning white. Just as it would have become molten the mage raised his other hand near his face, as if looking down his fingers to better aim that which he was about to unleash. And unleash he did. From his first two fingers small bolts of fire lanced out, smashing into the superheated metal. As he moved his fingers, the beams of fire moved too, pressing here and there as the blacksmith rotated his tongs slowly. Within seconds, the young battle mage relaxed his focus, re-containing his power, and watched in satisfaction as the blacksmith held his tongs up for the gathered crowd to see what it was they had created. The crowd made many sounds of appreciation as they viewed the finished spear point, something that usually took an hour to make.
Today, through Seth’s ingenuity and the battle mages’ abilities, spear tips were being produced in minutes. Even so, this battle mage particularly impressed Seth. Something about him seemed unique. As the blacksmith walked off to fetch another piece of metal, one of his apprentices took his place, and the spectacle started again. Seth filtered out his human vision and watched as the gods would view the mage. He could see the tendril of power reaching down from the heavens, connecting with the spark of life within the man. He could see the mage’s temporarily bloated aura swelling with the power of Zeranthil. Seth looked deeper, and as he did, his own jaw dropped in realization. Combing through his memories, Seth extracted mental models of his and Sara’s own auras, the ones he had studied but a few short weeks ago in an effort to save Sara’s life. 
Seth’s own aura had one piece that Sara’s had not, and this, Seth had presumed, was the difference between someone born with magical ability, and someone who was not. The battle mage had such a piece, though it was much smaller than Seth’s own pattern. It was this piece of the mage’s aura that swelled beyond capacity as the god’s power streamed into the mortal man like a torrent. Seth worked quickly to memorize the battle mage’s extra pattern and discovered that it was in fact a collection of four other patterns. Seth compared his own extra pattern to that of the mage and saw that his own was far more complex. Now Seth was truly confused, and at the same time he was enlightened. He had just discovered many things all at once, and yet they left him with many more questions.
First off, Seth actually recognized two of the patterns swirling within the mage’s aura that allowed him to use magic. Though one was merely a representation of the other, the symbol Seth had learned meaning ‘absorb’ was present within the mage, though it moved as if alive, twisting and turning and interlocking with the other symbols within this portion of the mage’s aura. Seth compared it to his own aura, and found the symbol there too, only within himself the pattern was backwards, like a mirror reflection of the first he had studied. Also within the battle mage’s aura was the symbol for fire, another Seth had gleaned from the small leather tome entrusted to him. Again this symbol was present within himself, except that, again, it was backwards. Seth pondered if the orientation of the pattern made any difference, and decided to use the other thing he had discovered to find out. 
This final discovery was an easy way to locate those that were blessed. It was so simple, Seth could not believe he had not realized it sooner. So long as someone was calling upon their blessing, and the power was provided by the god they worshipped, a tendril of power, barely perceptible, connected them to the heavens. With his blessed vision, these tendrils appeared like a collection of a dozen or so strands from a spider’s web and could not be seen at all at a distance. All Seth had to do was locate those with abilities, study this portion of their aura and compare them. This should provide him some of the answers he sought, and maybe even unlock that which he needed to ensure that Valdadore survived the upcoming battle. Seth knew exactly where to start looking as he himself had given the order for all the battle mages to come to this very street to lend a hand. Turning, Seth easily located his next target for study, and began to move in that direction when something brushed his leg.
Looking down Seth was surprised to find a toddler clinging to his robes. The boy smiled up at Seth, pointing a stubby finger at him. Seth vaguely recalled seeing the small boy with the young mother who had been watching the performance on the street, enthralled. Reaching down, Seth collected the small boy into his arms, afraid he could become separated from his mother in the surrounding crowd. Standing again, Seth looked from the boy to the mother, seeing their resemblance immediately, and was surprised when the small boy spoke to him.
“My daddy,” the toddler blurted.
“No no,” Seth replied quickly. “I am not your daddy!”
“My daddy,” he repeated, wriggling his little body to turn away from Seth as his chubby little arm shot out. The toddler pointed to the young battle mage in the street and Seth finally understood. Comparing once again, Seth noted that the boy resembled his father more than his mother, and looking around the crowd, Seth was astonished to see the multitudes of worried and disgusted looks that had fallen upon him. Now too the mother of the child turned, and seeing her child in Seth’s arms she gasped as she mouthed silent words, tears welling up in her eyes. Seth could not believe the people’s ignorant fear of him nor their distrust, but approaching the young mother, Seth handed the boy over to her. Grasping the toddler, half panicking, the mother hugged the child tightly, clinging to his small body.
“He is a brave boy,” Seth stated calmly. “He resembles his father very much.”
The mother stood glaring at Seth a moment as his words sunk in. Her anger seemed to dissipate slightly as fear consumed her, but even afraid the mother felt she had no choice but to speak to the dark prince.
“Brave how?” she asked. “What have you done to my boy?”
“Done to him?” Seth questioned. “I’ve done nothing to the child, I assure you. Nor would I, for that matter, unless it was asked of me. Why do the people of Valdadore fear me so? Have I done something to them that warrants such fear?”
Around him some heads shook from side to side while others bobbed up and down. The people had no clue why they were afraid, it seemed. They simply reacted to the stories they were told, and Seth felt it was time to set the story straight.
“Your majesty?” The woman asked, unsure how to answer his question without offending him.
“Yes, I can kill with a thought. Yes, I can create monsters of men like Captain Jonas here,” Seth paused to turn and face the large wolfman for a second. “Yes, I can bring the mighty to their knees and not even I know my true limitations. But…what have I done to you people here, in this street, to warrant your fear of me?” Seth asked.
“Nothing,” replied the young mother, ashamed of her actions. Now too the young mage came to wrap his arms around her and their child. Many among the crowd showed the same shame upon their faces. They each now realized that Seth had done nothing to them, nor did they have anything to fear from him. These few people now realized that, like them, Seth was a man of the kingdom. He fought the same enemies, felt the same hardships, and struggled alongside everyone else in his path to his destiny. They were all the same. It was a realization that ran through the crowd like wildfire, and even Seth was caught up in the blaze for a moment as the truth struck him. It was something that would need discussing with his brother, something vastly important. However, for the moment the thought would be lost to Seth as Jonas gripped his shoulder.
Seth spun to meet the gaze of the great wolfman and saw anger flashing across his face as he bared his teeth. Composing himself once more the werewolf relayed the message he had just received to Seth.
“The men have found the source of the scent of blood, my prince,” Jonas growled, attempting to contain his obvious rage. “The king and his men were attacked in the night. It appears that only your brother survives.”
 
*****
 
While Seth received the news of his brother at midday, Borrik was racing eastward at an alarming speed. He split his focus upon two different tasks as he ran; the first was his path and footing, the second was communication from the pack. He was far away from any others of his kind, and yet he could still pick up occasional images from them and decipher them together with their attached emotions. The last image he received was of his master, cloaked in black robes, holding a small child to his chest. That was near half an hour ago, and Borrik recognized the location within Valdadore. He could not believe the distance at which he was still able to intercept thoughts shared by his pack and assumed that it must be another result of Sara’s biting him. The enhancements he had received from that single bite had been wondrous, and Borrik wished that she had bitten him sooner.
Borrik raced on and soon spotted something familiar upon the horizon at nearly the same time that he picked up the scent. He doubted his eyes at first, wondering how it was possible that he could catch up to the pair who had left the city a full day ahead of him. None the less, as the miles disappeared beneath his feet, Borrik assured himself that he was not mistaken. Ahead of him raced Zorbin, the Knight of Valdadore, upon his dire wolf mount, and the king’s young lover, Linaya. Borrik was gaining on the pair quickly, and not wanting to spook their mounts, he changed his path to circle them slightly so that he would come into view before approaching them.
Moments later, Borrik slowed down to match speed with the mounts, and loped towards them, his hand held up in greeting. Both Linaya and Zorbin hailed him in return, and keeping their course allowed the charcoal-colored werewolf to fall into step between their mounts.
“Hail Borrik!” Zorbin shouted over the tumult of the horses’ beating strides. “Did Prince Seth send you to escort us?”
“No Master Zorbin, I head east upon another mission entirely,” Borrik replied. “I just wanted to be sure you and the lady fared…” Borrik stopped dead in his tracks, digging his clawed feet into the soil. So abrupt was his stop that both Zorbin and Linaya found themselves looking back over their shoulders a moment before each decided to rein in their mounts and turn to see what it was that had given the great beast of a man pause.
“What is it Borrik?” Zorbin asked as he and Zanth closed in on the alpha werewolf.
“The king was attacked.” Borrik answered simply, awaiting his own answers from the pack. It was Linaya who responded first.
“Is Garret all right? Who or what attacked him? Is he safe?” Linaya asked along with a dozen other questions filled with panic.
“I do not know yet,” Borrik replied simply. “I am far from the pack, and communication is slow at this distance. All I have seen is an image of Garret’s face, lots of blood and a Valdadorian knight in armor upon the blood-soaked ground.”
Zorbin grumbled something incoherent as Borrik stood like a statue, one ear lifted to the wind as if the subliminal messages he sought would carry better to him upon the air. A moment later Borrik’s expression changed again, this time becoming more curious than concerned.
“What is it?” Linaya demanded.
“The king lives, though all of the knights in his retinue, save one, were lost,” Borrik replied. “At least that is what I make of it from this distance.”
“We’re going back,” Linaya stated and turned her mount as if to do just that.
“No m’lady. If the king stands than so too do his orders. Attacked or not, our orders are to visit Boulder Gate,” the dwarf responded.
“But I should have stayed!” Linaya cried, angry tears welling up in her eyes. “I could have helped him.”
“How?” Zorbin asked. “Would you fight off the kingdom’s enemies with a pretty smile?
“We each have our orders, Lady Linaya,” Borrik stated. “Know this; the king lives and has asked a boon of you. It is your duty to carry out his wishes, and by doing so, perhaps you will save his life and many more in the days to come. None of us knows what the future holds, and until we do, we can only carry out that which was presented to us today.” Borrik sounded more like a priest than a warrior.
Linaya knew herself foolish, and accepted Borrik’s words at face value. For a monster of a man he was wise, and his counsel was probably right. Linaya would stick to the plan and do everything she was able to bring dwarven aid back to the kingdom.
“Is there anything else you can share with us before we part Borrik?” Linaya asked, her resolve restored once more.
“Aye, be careful,” Borrik replied. “Last night Sara was attacked by an assassin, and also the king and his knights were assaulted. It is likely that more attacks will come, so be vigilant.”
Without another word, Borrik nodded to the dwarf in respect, then putting his clawed toes to the soil he sprinted away at incredible speed, heading once again eastward, directly towards the mountains. Linaya and Zorbin watched him go for several minutes as he slowly vanished to nothing in the distance. Once again they resumed their own trek in hopes of finding an ally in the dwarven nation.
 
*****
 
After the battle with the black horseman, Garret at first had no notion of what to do. For a moment, a very long and painful moment, Garret was ready to give in to defeat. Though he no longer saw any possibility of vanquishing their foe, having lost the vast majority of his battle champions, he forced himself to keep going. As King of Valdadore, he was the only person who was never allowed to give up. It was up to him to push on when no one else could; it was up to him to lead his kingdom into war even if it meant certain death. Even death was better than slavery. Garret also knew that he could not do it alone, and fortunately he did not need to. It was this thought that brought Garret back from the brink; the thought of all those he loved, all those who needed him to persevere even when everything seemed lost. Though his mighty knights had been decimated, and his powerful red-robed battle mage Vladmere had defected, going instead to join the enemy, there was still a sliver of hope. After all, he himself was a formidable warrior, and his brother was the most lethal mage history could even recall. This very moment the armies of Valdadore were swelling with those who heeded the call of the kingdom, and if the gods were with them, even the woman he loved would succeed. Garret prayed that Linaya would be successful, knowing that without the aid of allies their chances of survival were small.
So it was that once again Garret took up his shovel. Calling upon his blessing he exploded in size. Carefully over the next several hours Garret dug each of his comrades a deep grave. There was no use now to bring them back to the city, there was no time to honor them properly. Out of necessity Garret dug them each a tomb and one by one he hefted their small bodies from the ground and placed them each within one. Saying a prayer to Gorandor, Garret once again retrieved his shovel and began to cover the bodies of his fallen comrades. These were men that just months ago he thought to be invincible; men that just hours ago he counted on to carry out his plans. Throughout the morning Garret buried each one within the ground, saying prayers and recalling what few memories he could of them all.
Just before midday Garret lowered Horace into his grave and paused to pray as he had done for each of his knights. Closing his eyes Garret began to whisper, but was interrupted as a cough sounded from directly below him. His eyes popping open, Garret looked down into the grave at his feet and watched as Horace moved slightly and a moan escaped his lips. Garret could hardly believe that he lived. The unholy blast that should have ended his life had taken one of his legs clean off, yet Horace still refused to die. Garret could not help but grin as he lifted his comrade from the hole and sat him once again upon the soil. Closing off the power provided by his god, Garret shimmered slightly and returned to his normal size with a pop. He kneeled before Horace, still not entirely believing he was alive.  The knight opened his eyes.
“I must still live,” Horace gasped, his voice sounding weak.
“Yes, you do,” Garret smiled, “though I do not know how.”
“You forget who you are talking to,” the knight replied in jest. “Had I not dreamed you were about to bury me, would I still be alive?”
“For a few moments,” Garret laughed. “At least, until you suffocated.”
“You see, even in my sleep I evade death.” Horace’s joking words were followed by a round of coughing.
“I need to tend to your wounds,” Garret stated, eyeing his friend’s stump of a leg.
“Are you a healer now?”
“No,” Garret answered.
“Then leave it alone lest you reopen it.”
“You need a healer, Horace,” Garret admitted, “but I am afraid to move you.”
“No, I cannot ride, nor could you carry me quick enough without doing me harm. It seems I lived only to die more slowly.”
“What would you have me do?” Garret asked, not wanting to watch the man die again.
“You are young, my king. Have faith,” Horace said in barely a whisper, unconsciousness seeking to claim him once more. “Pray and believe.”
Garret watched as the injured knight lost consciousness again and drifted into sleep. He looked around for an answer, thinking at first to make a litter that the horses could bear, but there was nothing to be seen but water and grass. In his blessed form he could easily carry the man, but not without jostling him excessively. There was quite literally nothing Garret could do. As midday fell upon the king, he knelt upon the soil and raised his face to the heavens.
“Mighty Gorandor, I pray that you save this man as he has been a loyal servant to you for many long years. I pray that you see him through this injury and restore him to his former glory,” Garret prayed aloud. Looking to his comrade before him Garret witnessed no change. Instead of giving up, Garret did as Horace had instructed him.
“Mighty Gorandor, if you and the other gods are with Valdadore, I pray you give me a sign that this is so. Show me the way to save my people; show me a way to save Horace, a loyal servant to the both of us,” Garret concluded. 
He knelt there for a long moment, his face towards the heavens, hoping beyond hope that his prayers would be heard. From a distance, Garret heard as a bird took flight, squawking in alarm to warn any others of its kind nearby. Opening his eyes, Garret began to turn towards the sound. Then he heard another sound from another direction. Somewhere to his right he heard a bark and a couple footfalls. It seemed the local population of predators had picked up on the scent of blood. Garret looked to see what feral beast it was that approached and found himself surrounded. Closing in upon him from all sides were hundreds of his brother’s soldiers, their hair-covered bodies taking enormous strides, their eyes gleaming in the daytime sun. Though most kept their distance, three approached Garret, and unexpectedly, they each took a knee before one of them spoke.
“Your majesty, I am glad to find you unharmed,” the hybrid half growled. “Word has already been sent to our master and he wishes us to aid you however you see fit before we continue on our mission.”
“I need to get Horace to a healer,” Garret replied quickly. “However, I fear if we move him his wound will reopen.”
The beast of a man, a motley of different colored furs, inspected the wound in a glance and nodded his agreement to the king before his eyes lost focus for a moment, as if he stared at something far away.
“The creator sends healers with all haste. They should arrive before nightfall,” the werewolf stated.
“The creator?” Garret asked, his mind a confused mess.
“Your brother, our creator. Did you not just pray to see what gods were aligned with Valdadore?” the wolf hybrid asked, having clearly overheard the king as he approached. “Now you know of at least one that lends his support.”
“Indeed,” Garret replied not wanting to upset the wolfman. “Are you off then to harass King Sigrant’s army?”
“Only if we can serve you no further,” the werewolf replied.
“Unless you each brought a shovel I think my plans here are in ruins,” Garret replied in earnest.
“Tell me of your plans,” the werewolf responded.
Garret relayed his intention to dig a great trench from here to the beginning of the rolling hills, leaving a dam at the edge of the lake. He explained how, when the enemy was within the hills, the dam would be broken which would send a torrent of water barreling down upon the enemy. The wolfman listened intently and agreed that he and his men were ill equipped to dig a deep, large trench, but he did offer up an alternative that was feasible.
“Your majesty, if I might make a suggestion?” the wolfman asked.
“Be my guest,” Garret said, knowing full well that his own plans were in ruins.
“Though a great torrent of water could do the enemy harm as well as delay them, if the rolling hills were flooded now, Sigrant would still be forced to build rafts or bridges, thus delaying his arrival to Valdadore,” the wolfman stated.
“So what do you suggest?” Garret asked.
“Have you ever seen a dog dig a hole?” the wolfman joked, his laugh more like a bark. “If we can dig a small trench now, no more than a ditch really, we can gradually flood the lowlands over the next week and it would be significantly less work.”
“I admit it is a good plan,” Garret said. “But there is one major setback to doing it your way.”
“What is this setback, your majesty?”
“You and your men will be trapped on the other side of the water with the enemy,” Garret explained.
“So be it then,” the wolfman said simply.
“You would consign yourself and your men to certain death?” Garret asked, appalled.
“My orders are to slow the enemy. And do you not yourself rush into battle, praying your god will deliver you from the battle alive?” the wolfman questioned.
“I do,” Garret admitted.
“Then let us dig your ditch,” the werewolf said. “As you have faith that Gorandor will see you through a battle, so too do we have faith that our creator will deliver us back to Valdadore to serve him again.”
“Very well,” Garret agreed, thinking to himself that everyone needed to have faith in something.
Without so much as an order, every single one of the wolfmen and women raced towards the point where Garret and his men had stopped digging. Dropping to all fours, each of them began clawing at the soil with their bare hands, flinging dirt into the air in all directions. Into the night they worked without so much as a single pause, even after the healers arrived and began to work upon Horace. By the middle of that same night the water began to flow south. It started pouring through the narrow ditch, churning and swirling, and as it washed away more soil the flow increased. Within the first hour the small ditch doubled in width as the current alone worked to widen and deepen it, carrying soil away to deposit elsewhere. Garret thanked Seth’s troops wholeheartedly, and watched them disperse into the night, their faith alone letting them believe that they were not consigning themselves to death.
 
*****
 
Seth stood within the street awaiting details of his brother’s attack, looking to Jonas for answers. The crowd waited anxiously with him as all ears listened in on the conversation transpiring between the dark prince and one of his created soldiers.
“They were set upon in the night by a warrior blessed with many abilities,” Jonas relayed the information. “Only the king and a knight named Horace survived the battle, but the knight is mortally wounded and cannot be brought back to the city.”
“Jonas, you are faster than I,” Seth began giving his orders. “Outside the castle wall there are healers. Go to them and command them by order of the king to race with all haste to the southern shore of Hollow Lake.”
Jonas turned and leaped over the nearest bystanders, bounding through the crowd over the heads of those who failed to move out of his path. Many long minutes passed, and Seth began to grow impatient. When the werewolf did return he had more news.
“My prince, the king and his knights were unable to complete their mission…”
“Then complete it for them,” Seth interrupted, cutting Jonas’ sentence short.
Again Seth and the crowd waited as messages were relayed and a conversation was held on the other end. 
“The king directs your men as they carry out his mission,” Jonas stated many minutes later. “The men will see it completed, though due to circumstance they will be trapped with the enemy,” the werewolf concluded evasively, not wanting to feed the crowd too much information.
Seth taking the meaning of Jonas’ words simply nodded to the wolf hybrid in understanding. Now he needed to devise a way to collect his men before they were slaughtered by the enemy.
“Tell them to buy me as much time as possible and I will see them home.”
“It is done, my prince,” Jonas said. “The men will work ceaselessly to see that what you will is done.”
That was the end of the conversation. Without another word Seth turned to face the crowd, assured that the battle mages temporarily under his command were indeed increasing the productivity of the blacksmiths within the city. Though the revelation he had had less than an hour before screamed against it, Seth moved as if to walk off and resume his study of more blessed persons, starting with the battle mages within smith row. The child and his small family had reminded Seth that these were all lives he toyed with, each of them interconnected with others, but he could not help but feel that in order to save many, a few would have to be sacrificed. By sacrificed he meant altered, and by altered he meant experimented upon by himself. Seth needed answers, and he needed them yesterday. The quickest way to the answers from his experience was through actually trying his theories out. Though not always safe, it was thorough and fast, and at this time that was exactly what Seth needed. Now he needed to study some more with abilities, and then round up some volunteers.
 
*****
 
Sara sat at the long wooden desk within the room that once belonged to Judilanthaliz, the half-elven guardian to the previous King of Valdadore. She had located the first two volumes upon the large bookshelf that took up the majority of the opposite wall. Starting with volume one, she scanned the pages slowly more than actually read them. Though his penmanship had been beautiful, and his grammar perfect, Sara found it extremely time consuming, and by noon had only managed a little over a hundred pages of the tome which contained over a thousand more. She was deep in thought, lost within the swirls and twists of the letters that made up the words upon the pages, when a bloodcurdling scream sounded, seemingly from everywhere at once.
Standing so abruptly that her chair shot out from under her to crash loudly into the shelves behind her, Sara sprang from the room into the hall. She crept slowly down the hall unsure what event might have taken place. Perhaps another assassin had come for her. Perhaps King Sigrant had sent some mighty beast to rend the royal family limb from limb. Sara had no way to be certain, so she crept slowly, silently down the immense stone hallway, thankful that it was day. Had it been night, the enchanted torches upon the walls would announce her progress. Being daytime, however, the torches remained inert, allowing Sara to creep undetected. As she progressed down the hall she heard the whimpering of a woman from up ahead, and locating her target, Sara picked up her pace.
A few moments later Sara arrived at an open door that led to a simple bedchamber. From inside she could hear a woman sobbing. Pressing herself firmly to the wall outside the door Sara waited patiently listening for any other sound within the room. None forthcoming, Sara risked a glance into the room, leaning away from her cover behind the wall she peered into the room to discover something she had not anticipated at all.
Within the room Fera laid upon the floor, curled up into a ball, sobbing beside a bed. She lay upon her side, her hands covering much of her face, though even so Sara recognized her. How she had escaped was a mystery, but why she had screamed and was now crying was a bigger mystery still. Knowing the cook was not a threat, Sara swept into the room quietly as to not draw the young woman’s attention. Seemingly unnoticed, Sara sprang upon Fera in an effort to pin her to the floor so that she might glean the details of the woman’s escape. Sara had not anticipated Fera’s actions, however. 
As Sara sprang, Fera twisted upon the floor and pushed off the bed frame, sliding her body upon the stone floor further from Sara. Though Sara managed to grab the woman’s clothing, Fera again twisted in her grasp and did the unthinkable. Grabbing Sara’s forearm and hand, Fera bit deeply into Sara’s wrist, and holding on for all she was worth the woman began to suckle at her blood like a babe upon a breast. Sara, acting upon instinct, backhanded the woman full in the face and heard as the woman’s jaw and skull gave way, the side of her head actually caving in from the force with a cracking sound. Blood and brain matter spilled out from Fera’s open mouth, ears, eyes, and nose. Realization came to Sara immediately. The change that was within her was transmittable, like a disease. The woman had become what Sara was, though to a lesser degree, and on making contact with the sunlight within the room, her flesh had burned, causing her to scream. Sara had the life force of many men within her, thus she was much more potent than the creature she had spawned. None the less, Sara now realized that she had two choices. She could either murder her victims to avoid creating more monsters like herself, or ignore her thirst for blood, if that were even possible.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 11
Worried Kings and Puppet Strings
 
 
Nine days had passed since Garret and Horace had returned to the city and the pair of them were busier than ever. The healers had managed to restore Horace’s leg in entirety, although he still complained that it hurt. It was as if the unholy blast had inflicted lasting effects upon his mind where it had not done so upon his body. Each day Garret’s army swelled, and thanks to his brother, the new members were being outfitted as quickly as they arrived. Training, on the other hand, was more difficult. Using a spear and a shield was fairly easy, but getting the soldiers to work as a unit, all moving as if of one mind, proved much more complicated. The new recruits, along with the regulars of the army, trained day in and day out in preparation for the upcoming battle, though their skill was lacking. Garret stood upon the city wall looking down upon his growing army. From here it looked impressive; over seven thousand men and women had come to serve in the army. Thousands more had come to help with the preparations for battle and to shelter within the city should the need arise. In total he now commanded over eleven thousand troops, and that number grew each day.
Frowning, Garret surveyed his army knowing the soldiers were little more than sheep being led to the slaughter. No matter how well they were trained, no matter how perfectly they performed, they would be crushed by the blessed soldiers under Sigrant’s command. Without more champions of his own, Garret knew Valdadore stood little chance even of survival. Battle mages had come out of retirement to help in the impending war, as well as several clerics and even a man nicknamed Thousand Hole Tommy. He was quite old, blessed by Vikstol, and said to have been shot by arrows more than a thousand times in his career of serving the Valdadorian army. Garret had met the man personally, and saw for himself the withered man’s body covered in scars nearly to entirety. None, however, had come blessed by Gorandor. All that was left of the fabled knights of Valdadore were Horace, Malik, Zorbin and Garret himself. Of those Zorbin was gone, sent to beg aid from the dwarves, and Malik and Zorbin both retained their normal sizes when blessed. This battle, it seemed, would be one for the mages.
Reports came in several times daily from Seth’s troops. Though they worked ceaselessly to slow the invading army, they had little effect on the massive campaign led by King Sigrant. They managed to keep Sigrant’s supply lines at a standstill, making his troops hungry and restless, but even so, within days the enemy army would reach the new shores of the manmade lake Garret had placed in their path. This would slow their progress by several days, and Garret planned to meet the invaders upon the shore nearest the city of Valdadore. Seeing the opposing army, Garret hoped Sigrant would turn his troops north to skirt the lake, buying them even more time, rather than try and fight from a bridge or rafts. Only time would tell on this account however. 
Regardless of where the battle happened, it would happen, and when it did, without direct intervention from the gods, or reinforcements from the dwarves, Garret knew the battle could not be won. Even with Seth on their side, Garret was sure the battle would be short. If Vladmere had informed King Sigrant about Seth, then the entire invading army would target the Death Mage and make it their first priority to bring him down. Even Seth could not single-handedly take on an army of twenty-five thousand. Though determined, Garret saw little hope for the future.
Looking to the sun to estimate the time, Garret strode back down the many flights of stairs to the base of the wall that surrounded the city. Mounting a great white war horse, he rode the beast as quickly as the crowded streets allowed him back towards the palace for yet another council meeting. Tomorrow he would lead out his army to ensure they were in place upon the eastern shore of the new lake before the enemy arrived. At this afternoon’s meeting, final plans were to be made, final orders to be given, and Seth had stated days prior that before they marched from the city, he would have a surprise of his own to share with the council. Garret hoped his brother had something very special in store.
 
*****
 
For more than a week Seth worked throughout the day and night, apart from a few hours each morning that he would share with Sara. He had studied every blessed champion of the gods he came across, and found many patterns within them he recognized and many more he did not. He memorized them and performed experiments upon inanimate objects such as weapons and armor, working out the details of each pattern that he translated into a symbol. Seth managed to glean a vast amount of information in this manner, and besides destroying several pieces of armor, and the vault within the Temple to Ishanya, no serious harm was done in the process. Seth collected key items of armor and weapons from various people he personally selected, and worked to enchant the objects as he saw fit. Through his studies he had worked out much of what was needed to create people with the ability to perform magic, but it was while they performed their art that really interesting things were discovered.
Seth first realized this while watching the young father who was a battle mage lending his ability to help a blacksmith. Looking within the man Seth had discovered the pattern that made him able to control magic, but as he performed, more patterns within the first distinguished themselves from the others. The pattern that allowed a person the ability to control magic was complex, having within it thousands of miniscule patterns that were so small they were indistinguishable from one another, even with Seth’s increased mental capacity. However, when a person called upon their god to invoke their abilities, the power coursed through them swelling these patterns, causing them to interlock with one another. It also made them become large enough to study as well. Seth studied battle mages, healers, a druid and each Knight of Valdadore within the city, including his brother. Seth had unlocked the secrets to each of their blessings, but looking into himself, his own patterns matched no one else’s. Though he thought this important, it would have to wait for another time. Instead Seth focused on those patterns that worked to create abilities that he could mimic with symbols upon weapons and armor. These enchantments were limited and each of them needed to be charged with precious life energy in order to work. 
Seth needed something more to bring to the table. The enchantments would be a great asset, he was sure, but he wanted to create champions, especially after speaking to his brother in the days after the Knights of Valdadore had been slaughtered. Valdadore was short on champions, and as sick and twisted as it was, Seth believed he had discovered more than one way to create such heroes of his own. So he toiled day in and day out testing his theories, assuring himself that he could recreate that which the gods had kept secret for all of time. 
As he did his trials, some of his troops began returning, a few at a time, bringing him beasts they had captured. Seth now had a menagerie of life contained within him; an arsenal of abilities, both natural and unnatural, to bestow upon his chosen. All Seth needed now was more time, and a volunteer. One single person would serve Seth’s purpose three times over, though he would risk Ishanya’s wrath if he made any mistakes. Seth had to remind himself that he had to appear to serve Ishanya at all times, yet use that act to his own ends to serve his own purposes. It was a dangerous game with more moving pieces than Seth dared count, yet it was necessary. Seth ran through his plan once again within his mind, reassuring himself that he would not and could not fail. In mere hours the army would march to meet the enemy, and Seth planned to add to the arsenal of Valdadore champions unlike any the world had ever seen.
Leaving his current chamber within the temple, Seth closed the door behind him and nodded to Jonas. Jonas already had his own orders and as such rushed off to complete them. Seth walked through the temple into the main chamber. Here more than two hundred followers sat among the pews, and interrupting their sermon, Seth strode through the rooms and spoke just two words.
“Follow me.”
Without so much as a pause he continued out into the street where he turned and headed towards the city’s eastern gate. It was there that the army was gathered, and more arrived by the minute. It was there that Seth planned to perform a miracle unlike any that humankind had ever witnessed. They had seen those blessed by the gods in the heavens, and they were awed by the magnificence of such things, but even so, it was hard for a person to have faith in a being they could not see or touch. It was hard to have faith in a being to the extent of placing your life in their hands without being able to hold them responsible. That was the reason so few were blessed. It was hard for a person to give themselves wholly into any cause, let alone one they could not experience with their senses. Seth planned to change all that. 
Even now as he strode through the streets, his men blocking intersections and clearing a path for him, more of his men were out among the army prepping them for what was to come. The word was spreading of a god who walked among mankind, a god who could be held accountable, a god that was coming to choose his champions from among those gathered outside the city. This was the gamble. Seth needed to create champions, and the more the merrier. However, he did not have the power to sustain them all in battle, at least not for long. The simpler their blessing, the easier they would be to sustain, and from there he could doctor up their appearance a bit to make them look more formidable. This was just a small portion of his plan, of course. He would need at least a few true champions, but those would come later. First he needed to inspire the people, then he needed them to feed him power.
Less than an hour later, just as Garret left the wall to fight through the crowds and make his way to the palace for another council meeting, Seth burst out from the city gates. Like a pack of wild dogs, those men of his that had already returned to the city rushed him from all directions and fell into even lines behind him. They marched at his back, a vision of power and ferociousness. Seth strode up to the acting commander of the army, now that both Garret and Sulvis were otherwise occupied, and looking through his dark cowl at the man gave him a single order.
“Call them to muster then stand aside,” Seth commanded, his voice cold and menacing.
“Yes, your majesty,” the sniveling general replied.
Seth waited as the command was given and a horn was blasted three times across the manicured lawn surrounding the immense castle. Men and women came streaming from every direction, many running as fast as their legs would carry them, and within the span of only a few minutes, over eleven thousand troops stood before Seth, and several hundred worshippers of Ishanya stood behind him. Seth peered at the vast army, though not with his eyes, and found that the vast majority had sworn allegiance to no god. Today he would do what he could to make believers out of those who were at present reluctant. Mimicking a portion of his own brother’s blessing, Seth unleashed a small amount of his power and poured it into the words he spoke in order to be heard clearly across the massive expanse of ground the troops stood upon.
“Many of you know me by name alone. You have heard rumors of my deeds. You have heard exaggerations of the miracles that I have performed…or have you?” Seth asked. “Were these merely stories you have heard about me or were they true? Can I kill with a thought? Can I make men more than what they were designed to be? Do I indeed perform miracles in the name of the goddess Ishanya? Yes I do. Though you may never see her face, you now shall see mine.” Pulling back his cowl Seth revealed himself to all those gathered. Though the sun shot pain through his head making standing in the open excruciating, Seth blinked his eyes often to reduce the pain, his sight temporarily lost. After standing there a few moments he then pulled his cowl over his face to restore his vision, and began to speak once more.
“Many of you are afraid of me, and many more fear the source of my power. Only my own troops know me as I really am, and today I wish to choose a few among you to join the ranks of my troops. Not as a werewolf like the men I have here, but as champions of my own making. I would make you equal to the champions you have seen or heard tales about, and beyond that I would make you more.” Seth paused to let his words settle. Already he could see the soldiers beginning to whisper and nod to one another.
“Today I shall choose one among you to be a champion,” Seth said putting suitable emphasis on the words.  He meant ‘I shall choose, I shall create, I shall make, and not Ishanya’. 
“Today one among you will become more than a man or woman, and through me you will be given strength to strike down our foes. Listen to what you have heard this day. Hear my words well, for now I must choose as time is growing short. Who among you would wish to join my troops and become my first champion upon Thurr?” Seth asked and watched as bodies began to extract themselves from the ranks of their peers. It began as a trickle of bodies, and sadly it ended as a trickle as well. With over eleven thousand in attendance, less than fifty men and woman stepped forth, willing to gamble their lives on the chance that the rumor of Seth being a god was true. Seth strode before the line of people prepared to take the risk and looked each of them over. The truth was he cared not for their physical appearance, but instead he looked inside each one to see if any of them had the ability to wield magic. Two among them did, and stepping back Seth pointed to them and told them to come forward.
One man and one woman, each with the ability to wield magic, each willing to sacrifice themselves to become something greater than what they were, stood before Seth. He only needed one, and seeing that they both were young, assumed neither of them had children. Having no way to choose, Seth asked them each a question.
“Are you willing to sacrifice your humanity to become a champion, and become part beast like my soldiers behind me?” he asked.
In response the young man nodded, and the young woman replied, “Yes, your majesty, I would be honored.”
The decision was made. Seth looked over the young woman as she was one last time, committing her image to memory before he began the alteration. She was perhaps sixteen with sandy-blonde hair and a face covered in freckles. She slumped her shoulders slightly in a stance that said she was not confident with who she was. All of that was about to change. Selecting pieces from the menagerie within him, Seth began to alter the girl’s appearance first, as this was the easy part. Wave after wave of power he sent into the woman, selecting individual portions of the auras he contained to alter specific traits. As she began to transform she screamed out in ecstasy as the power rushed through her body. A pair of Seth’s men quickly hurried in and ripped the woman’s clothing from her body leaving her completely exposed as she shrank to the ground to lie writhing in the pleasure coursing through her. She tossed and turned so much it made it difficult to see the entire transformation, though the skin upon her legs below the knee had obviously changed, and her hair had vanished momentarily only to be replaced with what appeared to be feathers. Again and again Seth poured power into the girl to get the desired effect he wanted, all the while saving the best for last. After several long moments Seth paused in his actions to allow the woman a moment to recover. When she did, she rose to her knees somewhat unsteadily, still panting for air. An audible gasp arose from the thousands gathered and Seth was not even finished yet. 
Pouring into the girl yet another portion of an aura within him, Seth lent this part even more power and watched as the girl struggled to stay upon her knees as bulges began to form upon her back. From these bulges, limbs began to form as the flesh of her body stretched and worked to conform to the new appendages. As these appendages grew the flesh upon them altered slightly, and sprouts sprang from the flesh, instantly covering it completely. The sprouts grew in size and quantity until her back and new wings were completely covered in newly grown feathers. The girl trembled as a shiver ran down her spine, and weakly she unsteadily climbed to her modified feet to put herself upon display before the thousands who had gathered. There she wobbled for a few minutes as all around inspected her.
The head of a slightly humanoid, hawk-like bird now sat upon a human torso where a pair of bare breasts remained as well as all of the woman’s previous reproductive organs. Her arms remained unchanged, as did her thighs, if u disregarded the feathers but her lower legs and feet had been transformed the most. Starting just below the knees, the girls flesh became hard and was now colored in a deep, earthy yellow tone. Her feet had been replaced by immense talons, each ending in a razor sharp point. Beyond that the most obvious change in the girl was the addition of her wings which she flapped experimentally, slowly, attempting to get used to the new appendages.
Already Seth looked around to those gathered and noticed a change. Some of the army had already sworn themselves to Ishanya, and more yet had sworn their allegiance to Seth, though the numbers were still few. Seth was not surprised; he had simply created another beast of a person at this point. Now it was time to make a champion of the beast, and this was a bit trickier. Seth reached within the woman and found the miniscule pattern that Garret used to size shift. He could not recognize it by sight but instead managed to find it by going to its expected location. Approaching the avian woman he had created, Seth extracted a few threads of power and drew upon her flesh the symbol for ‘command’. Telling her the prayer to repeat, he secretly programmed the symbol. This one he placed directly between her breasts. The other thread he used to form the symbol for ‘contain’ and this he sent within her body and connected the pattern that would cause her to increase in size with the symbol he had placed upon her chest. Then, the process completed, Seth sent into the girl more than a lifetime of extra power and watched as it was absorbed and contained within the symbol beneath her flesh. Though it seemed like a lot of power, it would likely only be enough to sustain her size shift for about a day. If his plan succeeded, it would be enough, at least for now. 
Stepping back, Seth gave a command to his first champion.
“Now pray to me,” Seth commanded and watched as the girl raised her hand to her heart and spoke the words she had been told loudly with pride.
“Lord Seth, grant me the power to defeat my foes,” the avian girl shouted, and without a moment of hesitation a concussive boom echoed across the field as the girl exploded in size to four times her regular height. Now standing over twenty feet tall, with each lazy flap of her wings, giant plumes of dust arose and the soldiers nearest the avian champion were forced to shield their faces.
Seth watched as the wave of air crashed upon the soldiers, and within an instant, both his need, and the need of the goddess he served, were satiated. Seth had gathered more than a thousand new worshippers, and Ishanya nearly as many. Now, when the battle started, Seth would have a constant influx of power. It was a terrible way to get it, but those that were going to die would die whether or not their power was promised to Seth. At least this way he could use that power gifted to him to sustain his champions. Many now wanted to be blessed by Seth, and he would see to it that several were, but first he had somewhere he needed to be.
“Decide for yourselves, soldiers of Valdadore, what it is that you believe, for tomorrow I shall create more champions. Who among you will strive to be one?” 
With that Seth turned and spoke quietly to his champion who quickly prayed once more and resumed her normal size with a pop. Together, Seth and his champion entered the city, his werewolf soldiers rushing ahead to clear the way.
Seth spoke to his new champion the entire way to the palace. During the journey his men managed to find appropriate attire for the woman, dressing her in lightweight leather armor that would not impede her wings. Seth learned the young woman’s name was Eve, and he also learned about her life prior to coming to fight for Valdadore. As they neared the palace itself, Seth paused outside the structure and spoke briefly to his newest creation.
“Eve, I know that before today you were a strong woman, but you lacked confidence in your appearance, thinking yourself plain in comparison to others. No matter what the case might have been, now you are a magnificent creature, a blessed champion for myself and Valdadore. Hold your head high, hold your shoulders back, and show everyone that you are proud of what you have become.” Seth prepared the woman mentally, pumping up her self-confidence. He gave her a few more orders, encouraging her to teach herself to fly in the days to come, as well as preparing her for another act. 
Feeling that all was ready, Seth left Eve with his soldiers and entered the castle alone. Making his way through the various narrowing courtyards, Seth finally entered the palace to find Jonas and another one of his troops waiting patiently, each of them carrying armloads of various weapons and armor. Now it was time to show those in charge of Valdadore that if they could delay the enemy a little longer, there was hope of winning this battle.
 
*****
 
Ishanya smiled to herself deep in the plane of the gods as hundreds of new tendrils stretched across the nothingness to connect her to her latest followers. Her puppet Seth must have performed another wondrous miracle, though the goddess knew not what it might have been. Ishanya cared little for the day to day happenings of Thurr, as they were but a fraction of an instant to her. She had more important things to attend to. Already her following was growing at an ever increasing speed. Soon the other gods would become aware of her once more; soon she would have to deal with them. Already Ishanya’s peers could feel the change in the world they had created, and working to restore the balance, they poured energy into champions of war in hopes of garnering new followers. 
War was like a drug to the gods; like an addiction that constantly needed satiating. Life began and ended upon Thurr constantly, and as such the gods’ powers were constantly in flux, but the sudden surges that came with war were intoxicating. Each god desired the power they had loaned to the flora and fauna of Thurr, but more than that, Ishanya had taught them that it was possible to garner more than the share spent in return. In order to keep a balance upon Thurr, and keep the gods as equals in the heavens, war was a necessity. As one god gained a larger following, it was inevitable that his power would grow. Thus the other gods would create champions as a means to gain more followers for themselves, and also kill the followers of the rival god. 
Had Ishanya never learned the secret, champions and war would not be necessary for the gods. Such as it was, however, those among the immortal plane had each begun to covet more power for themselves. Each one of them strove in secret to destroy their rivals and peers. Each of them, like an addict, was willing to go to new lengths every time to feel the thrill that came with a surge of power; a surge that only came as their own followers died en masse. 
Ishanya knew that the heavens were ripe for the picking. For a while she would need an accomplice. She pondered deeply who to choose. Who would stand beside her to lay to waste the other gods? Who among them had the most greed? It would be a decision that was not quick in the making. Ishanya knew she would need to study not only each of her peers, but also their chosen champions to see which of the other gods was most like herself. Thus she began to tug at puppet strings long in the making to create war on Thurr so that she might study those she wished.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 12 
Passed Tests and Unexpected Guests
 
 
This council meeting was much akin to the previous one and didn’t tell Garret anything that he did not already know. Though many within the war room still talked amongst themselves, Garret did not hear the words they spoke. Instead he ran through the mental list in his head for the thousandth time. Though he hoped it would not come down to a siege, the kingdom was abundant in food. As the stores were collected and brought into the city itself it became apparent that Valdadore was a wealthy realm in the way of provisions. Here the land was fertile, and fertile land made for good crops and good herds. So well was the city provisioned that several warehouses throughout the city had to be repurposed to store the excess that was on hand. Spears and shields were in excess as well as of late. People continued to flow into the city, either to help with the war effort, join the army, or to hide in case Sigrant’s forces made it this far. Garret’s councilors assured him, though, that the influx was near an end. In fact, most of the council believed it unlikely that the army would grow by another thousand persons. An army of twelve thousand was formidable, but even so was likely less than half of the enemy they faced. But Garret was informed that, even without proper time to train, if they used the methods shown to them by Seth, his army could face even more perilous odds and survive with the tactics they now used. This was great news indeed except for one small thing. This belief was built upon the understanding that both opposing forces were equally unblessed.
Much in Valdadore was in abundance, but there was one glaring hole in the defenses that would not be overcome by training. The army had too few champions. The battle mages were powerful, and Seth more powerful still, but as for blessed melee troops the kingdom was lacking. In fact, besides Garret himself, only four others were blessed for battle; two of his own knights, and two blessed by the god Vikstol. Both of the latter were retired soldiers without any real prowess beyond the fact that they were reluctant to fall before their foes. Though Garret knew the kingdom was lacking in heroes, there was nothing he could do about it. Rising from his seat at the head of the table in the war room, Garret was about to dismiss the council meeting when the door to the room burst open.
Holding his tongue, Garret watched as his twin entered the room flanked on either side by one of his overly large werewolves. Each hairy man carried various armor pieces and weapons, and without so much as a cursory glance to anyone in the room, Seth strode to the head of the table to greet his brother.
“Is everything in order, brother?” Seth asked, pulling back his cowl.
“As much so as is possible,” Garret replied, the concern heavy in his voice.
Every conversation in the room had ended as soon as Seth marched through the door. All eyes now fell upon the king and his brother. Seth had attended none of the meetings as of late; his whereabouts and actions had been much of a mystery. For this reason everyone listened intently as the brothers spoke to one another, hoping to glean some information as to the Death Mage’s doings.
“I have brought to you what I believe to be the answer to our current troubles,” Seth stated, gesturing to the arms his men carried.
“We have armor and weapons in ample supply so I must assume that these particular pieces are special in some way?” Garret questioned.
“I have enchanted each piece with magical abilities, just like the torches and candles here in the palace have been enchanted.”
“What can they do?” Garret asked, his tone changing abruptly as all in the room leaned closer.
“A great many things. It would be easier to show you than to tell you, and these are but a few of the pieces I have managed to create,” Seth replied.
“Show us then.”
“I can,” Seth said, “but, I need two volunteers, who are unlikely to be hurt.” Seth smiled wickedly at his brother in anticipation.
“Very well Seth, myself and Horace should suffice, I suppose.”
“Yes.”
“What do we need to do?” Garret asked.
“First we must slide the table aside to make some space, then I will need you each to don a piece of armor,” Seth answered.
 
Within moments the councilors shoved the massive wooden table against one wall and stacked the chairs upon it. Lining the other walls, those in attendance watched for over an hour as the king and one of his knights donned pieces of enchanted armor or took up enchanted weapons while Seth first explained the purpose of each enchantment and then had the wearer demonstrate. Some items absorbed magical blasts of fire; some emitted bright blinding light. Others burst into flame or became awash in lightning. One sword when dropped returned of its own accord to the armored glove it had fallen from. Seeing this, Garret threw the sword across the room and watched as several of his council members were forced to duck as the weapon changed course mid-flight, and circled back above their heads to return to his hand. 
Seth showed them each magnificent and unique piece he had created. When the demonstration finally finished he explained to all those gathered that these were the best of his non-living creations. He informed them that though he had more items, they were of lesser abilities than those he had brought. None but his own brother had caught the meaning of his words, and Seth was not surprised when his brother called him over.
“What do you mean by the best of the non-living creations?” Garret asked as all once again bent in to listen.
“Your majesty, and fellow council members, if you would join me, I should like to show you one more thing outside the palace,” Seth replied, and without awaiting a response he strode out of the war room, his robes trailing behind him.
None in the room hesitated, quickly falling in behind the mage to see what it was that awaited outside. Jonas alone remained behind to protect the blessed armor and weapons they had brought into the palace.
 
*****
 
The courtyard was much as Seth had left it. Dozens of his men stood at attention in a semi-circle as a backdrop to Seth’s newest creation. She stood regally, her shoulders back and her wings stretched straight up into the air behind her. Without hesitation Seth strode to Eve’s side as the rest of the council members spilled forth from the castle’s defensive courtyards. As they exited many made appreciative sounds as Eve’s avian head darted this way and that, her inhuman eyes peering at each person as they began to surround her and inspect her. Many moments passed as the king and all of his trusted advisors surveyed the birdwoman before them.
“So you have created a new species of troop that can fly,” Garret observed.
“No,” Seth answered. “She cannot fly. At least, not yet as she still has to adapt to her new body,” he added as he walked slowly away from the avian girl in anticipation of the next question aimed at him. This time it was the grizzled old general Sulvis who spoke.
“I don’t understand, Prince Seth. We march in the morning. If she cannot fly, what tactical advantage would we gain from such soldiers?”
“Eve,” Seth said simply and stepped back even further than before.
All in attendance watched as the peculiar-looking female reached to her breast and began to pray aloud.
“Lord Seth, grant me the power to defeat my foes,” she chanted as her body shimmered before exploding in size with a concussive boom.
All those who came to see Seth’s creation cheered except Garret who stood looking at his brother questioningly, his eyebrows knotted in the middle of his forehead. 
“It is but a trick, is it not?” he then asked his twin.
“It is no trick, Garret,” Seth lied. He knew that at least for now this fact must remain a secret. “She is as big as you see her now; it is no illusion. I can have her prove it.”
Turning back to face his creation Seth looked up into the black eyes of the creature that was once a young woman and gave her another command.
“Eve, kick up some dust.”
Nodding her understanding the giant avian woman stretched out her wings to either side and with one mighty flap she brought them together in front of her, throwing up not only a great cloud of dust, but also a powerful gust of air that caused many around her to falter and stagger backwards. Seth watched as the heads around him nodded their approval. He could not help but to wonder who among them would begin to fear him in the days to come. Men were not meant to have the power of the gods.
“Eve, you may return to your normal size,” Seth commanded.
With a pop the girl with giant wings shimmered and shrank, resuming her normal stature once again. Though Garret did not understand how his brother could do such a thing, with his kingdom at the brink of destruction, he asked the only question that seemed relevant at the time.
“How many blessed warriors can you create like this, Seth?” the king asked.
“I can make as many as I wish, though I cannot sustain many for a long period of time. I can also diversify their abilities. I plan to bless a few of my own men, as well as more of your army, if that suits you,” Seth replied with a smirk.
Garret simply nodded his reply, and turned as if to leave, then thinking better of this he paused mid-stride and called to his brother over his shoulder.
“This is a war, Seth, not a game. Lives are at stake. Do not play with the men as if they are some experiment. Keep it simple. In the days to come we must be both efficient and responsible or all who rely upon us will fall before the failures of our sins.”
With that the king strode off back into the palace. It was obvious he was uneasy about this turn of events, and Garret’s mood put Seth in a tough place. He had already made plans oh how he would alter some of his champions, but Garret was right. He needed to be efficient. 
Grabbing Eve’s wrist, Seth turned to his werewolf troops surrounding the area, and without a thought for the council members who stood admiring his work, he ordered them all to return to the temple telling them that there was much to be done before morning.
 
*****
 
For nine days Sara had spent every daylight hour reading through Jud’s journals, memorizing every tidbit of information she could about the man. Sara was not surprised to find that he had lived an amazing life. He had been born in the land of the elves, but being a half-breed his mother was shunned until Jud was exiled upon reaching adulthood. Having grown up amongst elven culture, even though he was despised, Jud had written much about the elves in his journal. Sara longed to learn more about these mysterious people with each page she read. She was fascinated by the half-elf’s ability to record his life in such a way that as Sara read the pages it felt as if she had actually witnessed the same deeds the guardian had. Sara shared through the written word Jud’s own Choosing ceremony, his training as a gray-robed guardian mage, all the way up to his first battle beside the previous King Valdadore. In that same battle the old man had lost the sight of one of his eyes. The life of the half-elven mage was thrilling, and finally finishing the first tome, Sara immediately started the second.
Sara’s night-time endeavors on the other hand were completely the opposite. As darkness fell over Valdadore each night, the wife to Prince Seth found herself upon the sparring grounds of the Knights of Valdadore. At first she trained with one man, fighting hour after tireless hour until daylight threatened to come once again. However, apt a pupil as she was, Sara learned well how to use her blades, her body, and the enchanted armor her husband had given her. By day three, in an attempt to match her inhuman abilities, Malik was forced to split into two replicas of himself. By day five Sara could handle four replicas of the knight though they fought of one mind, each enhancing the other’s efforts perfectly. Tonight was the ninth night, and Sara would be facing eight replicas of the same man, a task that it was said to be impossible for one not blessed by the gods. Sara had her doubts; so too did Malik. He had years of battle training and experience, but Sara was stronger, faster and more agile. Add to that her ability to wrap her movements in shadow with the blessing of her armor and Sara felt she had a chance.
As Sara approached the center of the sparring field she watched as the knight stepped out from his own body, creating his first replica. Then the pair of identical men stepped outside themselves once again, creating a quartet. The process repeated once more as four turned to eight just as Sara reached her destination. Without so much as a casual ‘hello’, Sara pulled forth her wicked enchanted blades from the belt at her waist and leapt high into the air above her opponents. Looking down, Sara saw one replica looking up to monitor her progress while the other seven sprang into action, each preparing for her landing. Sara smiled. Twisting through the air as she began to plummet downward, she invoked the power of her breastplate.
“Hide,” Sara commanded as shadow enveloped her, making her all but invisible against the backdrop of the night sky.
Down she gracefully fell, driving one blade down through the armor upon a replicated knight’s shoulder and into his lung before, using the power of her legs, she sprang from his falling body, expertly extracting her blade with a twist. All eight Maliks cried out in pain.  Rocketing through the air between two more replicas, Sara hit the ground and rolled, coming to her feet to face her second opponent. This time, however, the knight replica had anticipated her move. As she rose to her feet, he drove his blade down with all his might in an attack that, had she been unarmored, would have removed her left arm. As it was, the blade simply dented her armor deeply as pain exploded beneath the dent, running down the full length of Sara’s arm. Nothing was cut, nothing was broken. Sara dropped to the ground with the blow and as she fell she kicked the replica in the knee with all her might and watched as his leg folded before her blow. With a yelp the knight fell bodily upon her, a final act that it turned out was good for neither of them.
Twisting to escape his fallen body, Sara extracted herself as quickly as was possible. Avoiding his hands that sought to restrain her, Sara lashed out with one of her short swords. The blow struck the bottom edge of the knight’s helm, driving it up and off his head, her blade flaying flesh from bone the whole way. As the helm toppled from his head, it carried with it the entire right side of his face, including flesh, ear, and hair. Taking with it also skin and muscle, nothing was left behind but bare bone. Though blessed by the god Gorandor, the knight replicas could not help but to each scream out in pain as the injuries were shared by each replica. Sara was incredibly fast, but the delay of the knight falling atop her had been enough for two more replicas to lend themselves to the fight.
Blow after blow rained down upon Sara but with her speed and strength she parried or blocked each one with seemingly little more than a thought. Again and again she avoided blows that would have felled many a warrior, but seconds into the fight a third replica made its way into the fray, lending two more swords and another direction that Sara had to defend herself from. Twirling and twisting Sara danced within the circle created by the three knight replicas and the ring of metal upon metal sang out through the air repeatedly. Dodging yet another wave of strikes as the fourth replica joined in, Sara crouched to the ground, bending her knees, and flung herself forward.
“Jump,” she yelled as she was about to make contact with one of the replicas.
Like a bolt from a giant piece of artillery, Sara exploded forward through the air smashing bodily into the replica and driving it backwards more than fifty yards with the velocity of her magically propelled jump. Alone again with a single opponent, Sara took little time driving the copy of her instructor further from the fight before leaping back into the fray. 
Sara was born for battle, and with her new body, she was able to prove it night after night as her injuries seemingly vanished, and she moved like water one second, and a rampaging bull the next. Like a nightmare creature born into the night, Sara sprang back into action, this time putting her opponents on the defensive.
Dancing from one adversary to the next like a whirlwind of blades, Sara managed to drop another replica to the ground with a powerful strike before Malik managed to land a blow that evened the odds a little.
Rushing Sara from all sides the nearest four replicas began to batter the woman like crazy berserkers, but the attack was only a ploy. Leaving Sara an opening on one of his replicated selves, Malik waited until Sara took the bait, and as she did, he struck out at her from the three remaining sides all at once. Though two of his attacks turned up fruitless, with Sara managing to block them both at the last second, the third drove a blade through her armor, deep into the side of her knee, seriously limiting her use of one leg and slowing her tremendously. Malik was not a fool, and released the blade, leaving it in the wound as the woman shrieked in sudden pain. With the blade stuck in her joint she would be unable to heal. However, the move had cost him another blow to his already injured shoulder.
Sara managed to fend off the three remaining replicas’ attacks for several moments as the remaining five closed in once again, but further injury was inevitable. Without the ability to remove the blade from her knee, having to constantly defend herself, Sara ended up taking a knock to the side of her head. It did not hurt so much as distract her, the sound echoing in her helm causing her head to immediately begin to ache. The distraction led her to sustain yet another injury; Malik effectively disabled her remaining viable leg by slicing through the tendon at the back of her heel. As Sara fell, the three replicas closed in on her, each thrusting a blade in her direction. With three blades pressed to her throat, Sara was forced to surrender the match.
Reaching down to her leg, Sara extracted the blade from her knee finally, and waited patiently as her body took over the process. Within moments the wounds began to mend. She had lost the first round, but she learned quickly from her mistakes, and the night was young. By morning she would lose six more matches, but she would also win four. Not quite half and half, but for less than two weeks of training, Sara was happy with the results. 
As the sky began to lighten, the area surrounding the knight’s sparring grounds became a mass of commotion and action. The king was getting ready to march his army to the west. Knowing they each had last minute preparations to make, Sara and Malik shook hands at the wrists like comrades, and releasing Daniella from her healing duties, Sara strode off the sparring field towards the Temple of Ishanya. Jonas matched her pace and fell into stride beside her. Sara had not noticed when he had arrived that night. Usually he was there to witness the entire training session, but this night her sworn bodyguard had arrived late.
“How is my husband, Jonas?” Sara asked.
“He is well, m’lady. He has been very busy this night,” replied the wolfman.
“He is always busy lately, is he not?” Sara asked playfully.
“Yes, but yesterday, and last night, your husband proved himself more than a mortal. He has been creating champions, m’lady.”
“Dare I ask?” Sara questioned rhetorically.
“You will see soon enough,” Jonas replied.
Though they walked at a very brisk pace, about halfway to the temple Jonas informed Sara that Seth had left the temple with all of his men and sought the western gate to exit the city. That being so, all Sara and Jonas needed to do was wait where they currently were, and Seth and two dozen of his werewolf troops would intercept them.
For many long moments they waited, standing beneath the canopy of a large tavern when Jonas snarled as if defensively, then, shaking his head, he snatched Sara by the arm and dragged her bodily back into the street.
“We must hurry,” the werewolf growled. “Borrik has returned and Seth rushes to meet him.”
“Why, then, must we hurry?” Sara asked, her lithe body easily keeping pace with the werewolf.
“He has brought giants to Valdadore, driving them to his master.”
The sky was growing bright, the streets already beginning to fill with those rising to perform their daily tasks. Looking ahead, Sara pulled down the visor to her helm, protecting her eyes and face from the sun’s devastating rays.
“Of course Borrik would be bringing giants to Valdadore,” Sara shouted in jest. “Why on Thurr would he not?”
With that Sara began to pump her legs faster, each stride stretching out unnaturally. Jonas dropped to all four of his massive limbs to keep pace. Together the dark princess and the feral beast of a man raced through the streets of Valdadore, sending people scattering amidst screams of panic. It took less than a quarter of an hour to reach the gate. As the frightful pair left the city they could see, in the distance ahead, a man dressed in black upon a great white war horse galloping away from the city, accompanied by wolfmen, as large forms appeared on the horizon.
 
*****
 
Borrik ran like a crazed beast across the fields growing ever nearer to Valdadore. For days he had been running from the enormous four-armed monsters on his trail, and though he could set a pretty impressive pace, the giants needed only one stride to his many. So it was as Borrik began to tire, his muscles straining beyond their limits, that he used his telepathic connection to his men within the city to relay a message to his master. Seth had answered his call and even now Borrik could see him charging across the fields towards him, a pack of werewolves leaping and barking to either side of their master. 
Seth had commanded him to bring him beasts with traits that Borrik himself would want in order to become a champion unlike any other. Immediately Borrik had known what it was he wanted, and so he had run with all haste in a direct path to the mountains where he could find the massive race of men. Locating a small tribe, little more than a family really, Borrik had set fire to their enormous dwellings created of woven trees and vines. After destroying their homes it had taken little effort to get the clan of giants to chase him. Borrik had not anticipated their stamina, however, thus he had been running for near four days straight without a single stop to eat, drink or even to relieve himself. Even so the giants were gaining on him, but they would not reach him before his master did. 
Exhausted beyond measure, Borrik could not help but smile, baring the rows of razor sharp teeth within his canine mouth, as Prince Seth, upon a great imperial war horse, skidded to a stop just twenty yards in front of the alpha werewolf.
 
*****
 
Though he realized the situation was dire indeed, and Borrik was in great need of help, Seth could not help himself but to laugh openly when given the message of his second-in-command’s plight. Only Borrik would seek out a clan of giants and attempt to single-handedly lure them to the city of Valdadore. Knowing time was of the essence, Seth gave orders for the streets to be cleared. Changing his course, he intercepted a member of the army of one rank or another, and commandeered the soldier’s mount. With his men racing ahead to clear the streets, Seth made it to the gates of the city in no time, and exploded from the outer wall, his mount propelling them forward at an astonishing speed. Fortunately for Seth the army was now gathered at the western gate of the city, and Borrik came from the east, making it an open path ahead to the giants that he could already see growing on the horizon.
Just a few minutes later Seth picked out Borrik’s fleeing form, and counted seven giants on his tail. To either side of him his hybrid troops lunged parallel to his course, all of them racing upon all four limbs, their clawed fingers and toes digging into the soil with each bound. Each of his troops was already amazing, yet he planned to make a few of them even more so. Racing ahead, nearing his second-in-command with each moment, Seth noticed movement out of the corner of his eye and turned to see another familiar sight.
More than a mile away from Borrik, though running parallel to him, was a pair of slender bodies bounding through the fields towards Seth, covering great expanses of ground with each leap. The pair of exotic feline girls had been missing for weeks, though Seth was not concerned. It was their words that had reassured him that when needed, they would be present. A kitty always knows where its master is. It seemed all of his creations would be in attendance for the upcoming battle with King Sigrant. 
As Borrik and the feline sisters converged on their master, the girls altered course to avoid the pack of werewolves, but Borrik appeared as if he was going to run straight into Seth. Fearing this might actually be the case, Seth pulled on his reins hard, his mount plunging its hooves into the soft soil beneath it and literally sliding to a halt as the great charcoal-colored werewolf screeched to a stop as well, and bowed low to greet his master.
“My sacrifice to your cause, my prince,” Borrik panted, his arm sweeping through the air, gesturing at the huge beasts that pursued him.
As if to prove the werewolf’s point, the ground began to shake and heave as the massive giants grew nearer. Seth simply smiled at Borrik, shaking his head in disbelief.
”They are a great prize indeed, Borrik, and I assure you, you will be rewarded,” Seth stated, already locking on to his first target.
With a thought, the nearest giant crumpled to a pile of ash the size of a small house. Seth reveled in the pleasure that coursed through his veins as the life of the giant flowed into him. A giant it seemed required an immense amount of power to sustain its life, and these seven alone would equate to hundreds of human lives. Locking the power away, Seth chose another target and then another. Within naught but a few moments, the giants were no more, leaving nothing but discarded belongings and ash behind to bear witness to the fact they had ever existed at all. His task completed, Seth turned his horse and raced back towards the city without a word. To either side a small contingent of his werewolf troops raced on all fours, as if their living god might need their protection.
Halfway across the expanse between where he had felled the giants and the city gate he had exited, Sara and Jonas joined him. Seth was caught quite off guard as he raced towards Sara, when she leapt into the air. Grabbing his shoulder as she fell from the sky, she twisted her body around to sit behind him upon the saddle, wrapping her arms around him tightly. It seemed to Seth that at present there was little Sara could not manage when it came to physical abilities. She was becoming more and more comfortable with her new body.
Before reaching the city gates Seth turned his mount to race around the city walls, assuming it would be faster to circumvent the city than ride through its crowded streets. With the army preparing to march, Seth still had much he wanted to accomplish before that time came. Thanks to his most faithful servant, it would now be easier than he had previously thought to carry out the things he had planned. 
Now it was time for a few more volunteers.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 13 
Found Entries and Lost Armies
 
 
For more than a week Linaya, led by Zorbin Ironfist, had traversed hidden passes within the Rancor Mountains known to none but the dwarves. They had climbed steep cliffs and braved dark gorges, but still had not found that which they were seeking. Each day they had hopes of gaining entry to the subterranean kingdom of the dwarves, yet thus far the destination still remained an unachievable end to their journey.
Though at first Linaya was uncomfortable in the presence of the dwarf, it had become apparent that, unlike most men she had the displeasure to share company with, Zorbin did not lust after her. On realizing this new and alien predicament, Linaya allowed herself to relax. Henceforth each day had been filled with friendly conversation, for which both travelers were thankful. It was during one such conversation, a discussion of childhood dreams and fantasies, that a slight tremble reverberated through the stone beneath their mounts. Pausing a moment to listen, Zorbin’s eyes shot wide open and without a word to Linaya he drove his heels into Zanth’s flanks and the two rocketed off along the narrow mountain pass they were now traveling through.
Caught completely off guard, Linaya followed suit, hoping as her mount exploded forward that they would not careen into a rocky wall of death, or off the edge of some unseen cliff. She could not see the dwarf ahead for all of the twists and turns in the trail, but she could hear Zanth’s armor clattering and as such she shouted ahead.
“What happened?” Linaya yelled at the top of her lungs, hoping the dwarf up ahead would hear her.
“We are near the sixth warren’s gate to Boulder Gate and the rumbling means it is either opening or closing!” Zorbin shouted from somewhere up ahead.
Moments later, Linaya rounded a blind bend in the pass and yanked back hard on the reins. Sliding to a halt, she watched as Zorbin leapt from Zanth’s back and raced up to an ever narrowing void in the stone wall of the pass. Before the dwarf made it halfway to the opening he was blocked by another dwarf wearing metal armor of the likes Linaya had never seen before. Linaya was momentarily distracted by the dwarf’s armor and so was unaware of what was being said, but she could not help her fascination. Every inch of the gray-bearded man was covered in what appeared to be polished scales of gold and silver, with the center of each and every scale containing a brilliant gemstone. The wealth embodied in this singular set of armor could feed a small town for many seasons. Linaya wondered if this man were the king himself, and dismounted her imperial war horse in hopes of gaining her audience with him this very moment.
It was not long before she realized her error, overhearing the elderly dwarf joking about Zorbin’s hideous choice of mate. Though it would have been easy for Linaya to become angry about the jest made at her expense, she knew that it was a mere joke and no harm would come of it. Thus decided, Linaya thought it better to stand back and let Zorbin do the talking. Within moments her decision was rewarded with a gesture from her traveling companion. Together they gathered their mounts and entered the underground realm of the dwarves.
 
*****
 
Though Garret had marched off with the army of Valdadore near two hours before, Seth had remained behind with Sara, Borrik, Eve, the small contingent of werewolf troops he had at present, and a handful of human volunteers. Eve was already beginning to test her wings and at present was flapping furiously, regularly adjusting her wing placement, span, and the way she cupped the air beneath them. She had managed a moment earlier to lift herself off the ground, but had been so surprised by the achievement, she had not noted exactly how she had done it and was now trying to recreate the event.
Borrik was presently relaying information back and forth between his troops and Seth. The werewolves reported the current position of the enemy troops and were subsequently ordered to rush ahead of them to the newly formed lake to be retrieved by Seth the following day. Nobody was quite sure how Seth would manage the feat, but if he said it would be done, then they all trusted it would be so. No more would Sigrant’s supply lines be harried by otherworldly beasts. Battle would now be coming to Valdadore more swiftly than before.
Meticulously Seth altered his chosen human champions, giving them each bits and pieces of the menagerie contained within him, creating of them warriors straight out of a child’s nightmare. One, a man named Corinth, now resembled a stone lizard which was a blessing of three parts. First, his skin was thicker than leather armor, making him naturally less likely to be injured. Second, he could change the color of his flesh to blend in with his surroundings. Third, he had gained the amazing ability of lizards to regenerate, something he noticed soon after being altered. It seemed a childhood injury had claimed one of the man’s toes, but after the alteration he watched as the appendage quickly grew back. If that were not enough, Seth outfitted the man in enchanted armor giving him the ability to size shift as well as burst into flames without being harmed.
Another two champions of Seth’s choosing had been melded with goats with long curling horns. To this Seth added very small portions of an aura from a giant causing them each to grow to nearly twelve feet tall. With human heads adorned by the battering-ram horns, and human-like torsos with four arms each, a man named Blithe and a woman named Varina stood upon hoofed, hair-covered legs, both of them able to jump incredibly high, wield four weapons at a time and bash anything with their heads without receiving injury. To these Seth added several more grotesque creatures designed purely for appearance in hopes of scaring the enemy. All of his champions he dressed in blessed armor or armed them with weapons of assorted makes carrying various enchantments to help them upon the field of battle.
One after another, for nearly five hours, Seth falsely blessed a dozen human champions. In case they should survive the approaching battle, he poured several lifespans of power into their bodies as a reward for their service; each of his champions would live centuries. Finished with his human volunteers, Seth took a moment to observe Eve as she gently lifted off the ground and hovered several feet in the air, her wings flapping in a steady rhythm before settling once more to the ground. 
 
*****
 
Sara watched as Seth performed transformation after transformation, turning ordinary people into demons of another world. Oddly each of them was thankful for the change, though Sara scarcely understood why. Borrik’s alteration had led him and some of his men to violently rape several women. Sara’s changing had turned her into a bloodthirsty monster who fed upon others of her own kind. She could not even imagine what might be the negative side effects of some of these more peculiar transformations. And apparently Seth had saved the best for last.
Sara continued to watch as Seth, calling Borrik to his side, strode away from the rest of those who remained behind with him. Master and servant seated themselves in the grass, and it appeared to Sara that Seth placed unseen items upon Borrik, or perhaps drew upon the werewolf with his fingertips in an odd manner. Nearly an hour later, Seth gave Borrik a finely crafted bracer which the alpha werewolf quickly slid onto his left wrist. 
What happened next surprised not only Borrik, but everyone who was observing. As Borrik donned the gifted piece of armor, Seth reached out and touched it. As if it had come alive, spikes surrounding each end of the item twisted over upon themselves and bent back towards the beast-man’s flesh. Then, in the same motion, each one elongated and plunged beneath Borrik’s skin, twisting and weaving with flesh, muscle and bone. The only way to remove the bracer now was to remove Borrik’s arm. Though it had obviously hurt him, Borrik made not a sound. Experimentally Borrik tested the motion of his wrist and arm with the metal lancing in and out of his flesh like so many metal worms feeding upon the living parts of his body. Seemingly satisfied, Borrik and Seth spoke anew as Seth handed his second-in-command a pair of blades similar to the claw-like weapons he had made for all of the troops. Sara understood the need for more champions. She also understood the reason why Seth made them appear hideous, evil and menacing, but she was sure she would never understand the reason for the next thing she witnessed. 
As she stood to stretch her muscles, Seth left Borrik and walked more than thirty feet away from his most loyal servant. Turning back, Sara saw Seth nod once to the alpha werewolf who, without hesitation, spoke some unknown command nearly silently before several unnatural things happened simultaneously. First, there was a huge concussive boom as Borrik exploded in size, becoming easily thirty feet tall. As he shimmered and grew, another arm sprouted from each of his sides as new joints and muscles crawled and took shape beneath his skin If that were not enough, great leathery wings ripped out from his back to either side, and began to flap lazily just as soon as they were fully formed. In Borrik’s two upper arms he held the wicked weapons his master had created; in his lower hands fireballs erupted to life within each upturned palm. Upon the beast’s armor lightning danced menacingly from one metal surface to the next. Seth had created his masterpiece, and all in attendance stood either horrified or in wonder at the massive creation before them. Then, as if nothing had transpired at all, Borrik shimmered again with a pop and the wings and extra arms alike vanished back into his body once more.
A moment later Seth and Borrik exchanged words before Seth strode to Sara’s side once again.
“Now we can go to join the rest of the army,” Seth stated, sounding beyond exhausted.
“Do you think they will serve the intended purpose?” Sara asked, nodding her head towards the various new champions.
“I think they look fearsome enough. I only hope they fight as ferociously as they look.”
“If we survive this battle, where will your champions go? They are too far beyond humanity to live any semblance of a normal life here in Valdadore,” Sara pointed out.
“I am afraid I don’t have the luxury of figuring that out yet, my love. First we must survive, and then we can worry ourselves with finding a safe home for those I have altered. I know it sounds callous, but if we do not survive, then what purpose does any further planning serve?”
“Perhaps you are right, Seth, but if we do survive, what purpose will your champions serve after the battle?” Sara asked again.
“I do not know. Perhaps they can act as the realm’s protectors just as the Knights of Valdadore do. All will be known in time,” Seth replied. “For now let them serve the purpose they have been created for, then, perhaps like the rest of us, they will find their own role in life.”
Sara simply nodded in response, thinking it was perhaps not the best way to do things. But without sharing the burden of responsibility Seth had upon his shoulders, who was she to say if his methods were right or wrong. In any case, Sara found herself plenty of time to ponder the ‘what ifs’ over the eighteen hour march to the newly formed lake west of Valdadore.
 
*****
 
Upon arriving at the manmade lake, some of Seth’s champions blessed with the ability to size shift, and King Garret himself waded the two miles across the lake from one shore to the other. Once there they dragged large, crude rafts into the water that Seth’s stranded soldiers had made, and towed them back across the lake burdened with the hundreds of werewolf troops. From that time it would be three days before the enemy was finally sighted upon the opposite shore. Three days Seth spent among his own troops doling out the same enchantment over and over again. Though most expected the first of Sigrant’s troops to begin to circumvent the lake in one direction or the other, instead they waited upon the opposite shore for several days as more and more arrivals found themselves trapped by the new lake.
While Garret still hoped the enemy soldiers would simply turn around, they continued to gather, and within nine days the entire army stood poised straight across the lake from the defending Valdadorians. In those nine days both Eve and Borrik had learned to fly. In those nine days Seth had enchanted nearly half a dozen of Valdadore’s common but distinguished troops with the ability to size shift, at least temporarily. Within those nine days a plan was created, and the stage was set for the best defense Valdadore could muster, no matter which direction the enemy chose to go around the lake. In those nine days, not a single member of the Valdadorian army could have even imagined what was to be had on the tenth day. Like the Death Mage within their own ranks and the cursed creations that bowed to him as their master, something new and foreign to Valdadore had arisen in the kingdom governed by King Sigrant. Something Valdadore had no way of being prepared for.
 
*****
 
On the morning of the tenth day, Seth, hearing a commotion growing in the camp surrounding his tent, stepped outside with Sara to see what was amiss. Though looking around revealed no answers, Borrik rushed up to the young couple to relay to his master why the camp was in such uproar. The morning looked much like any other fall morning, except that a thick fog had descended upon the lake, obscuring the enemy in entirety. What was more peculiar was, having found their vision obscured, both Borrik and Eve had taken flight over the lake but discovered that no enemy remained upon the opposite bank. Nor had Sigrant turned his army back the way they had come. Just as the blanket of fog had seemingly magically appeared, so too had the enemy magically disappeared. Seth mulled over the report a moment, but something about it sat sour in his mouth. An army simply did not vanish.
Wanting a look for themselves, Seth and Sara strode through camp with Borrik and Jonas on their heels. Clearing the tents at the water’s edge, they were astonished to find not a blanket of fog, but a wall of it nearly two stories high. So thick was the eerie mist that sight beyond a few feet was completely obscured. More odd however was the fog’s complete lack of movement. It did not stir upon the morning breeze, and when a limb was passed through the fog, it sliced through effortlessly but caused no disturbance. Seth learned quickly that only one man had ventured in, and only for a dozen yards or so before becoming lost in an attempt to turn back. He had emerged hundreds of yards up the bank, and none had heard him yell for directions back to the camp.
Magic was being used, and switching to his vision of the gods Seth meant to uncover its source, but even that was to no avail. Though the dense fog might have been created by some magical means, it appeared no more than normal, lifeless fog. Something else intrigued him though. How could a man venture into fog and yell out with no one able to hear his voice? This was what Seth pondered when Garret approached from the camp beyond.
“What do you make of it?” the king asked his brother.
“It is unnatural, but I know not its source or purpose,” Seth replied.
“Eve informed me of our missing enemy as well,” Garret stated. “Where do you think they have gone?”
“I’m not sure, Garret, but I have a few other questions I would like to have answered,” Seth said turning back to the shore. “Someone get me some rope, and a lot of it.”
Seth watched as dozens of men, woman and werewolves alike dashed off in different directions to fetch what he sought. Moments later a pile of cordage sat at Seth’s feet, and wrapping the rope about his waist, he gave instructions as he waded into the fog. Within seconds Seth was lost to sight by all those behind him, though he remained connected by the rope. The further he walked, the more ropes they tied together that Seth dragged behind him. The further Seth ventured, the more uneasy he became, and sensing he might be in danger, he erected a protective field around himself with pure energy. 
Another dozen yards and Seth could not see his own hand in front of his face. Breathing was difficult as each breath was filled with moisture, yet he pushed on. More than a hundred yards Seth walked until the ground crunched beneath his feet. Another step and another crunch, followed by yet another, except this time it sounded more like he was walking upon broken glass. Curious as to what it was he trod upon, Seth crouched to examine the ground beneath him with his hands when realization took him. The grass was frozen where the water had lapped upon it. Crawling ahead Seth came to the true edge of the new lake only to find that no water remained. The lake was frozen solid, and what was worse, laying his hand upon the ice Seth could feel the reverberations of thousands of feet quietly and carefully marching across the icy surface.
Having no idea how far ahead of him the enemy was, or how soon the soldiers would reach this shore, Seth snatched up the rope at his waist and began running as fast as he could back in the direction he had come. It took only seconds to emerge from the fog at a run, and nearly crashing into his brother and Sara, Seth slid to a stop, his eyes wide in alarm.
“They have frozen the lake, and march across it hidden by the fog. They will be upon us any minute,” Seth blurted.
“We are doomed,” Garret whispered. “All of our defenses lay to the north and south of us. Everything we have planned was for naught.”
“We’re not doomed, brother,” Seth replied, his mind thinking as fast as it was able. Then, as if out of nowhere, Seth had a random idea that he believed might help their situation. Turning towards the entire army gathered along the fog’s edge Seth gave a command to those he was now in charge of.
“Battle mages,” Seth shouted to gain their attention. “Burn off that fog!”
Within an instant the order was received and followed as near a hundred fireballs shot through the air into the wall of fog. Erupting into hot steam where the fire sailed through it, the fog was burned away. Again and again, volley after volley of fire was unleashed, and Seth even added to it a giant column of fire evaporating all the fog nearest the shore. Minute after minute the fog was burned further and further back from the defending camp but no enemy was revealed. However, just before Seth gave the order to desist, thinking himself mistaken about the approach of Sigrant’s forces, one fireball that was thrown into the fog was met by a scream of agony. That was when all hell broke loose.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 14
A Day of Sorrow and A Promised Tomorrow
 
 
Though there had been weeks of preparation and training, no one was ready for what came that tenth morning. Though everyone was awake, armed and even present when the enemy arrived, nothing was according to plan, and immediately everyone knew that all was lost. There were no lines formed, archers were mingled with the soldiers, and battle groups who had been training together for weeks were separated and lost to one another. All was pandemonium when the enemy arrived, and no one even remotely expected what happened in those first few minutes.
Bursting forth from the fog were not battalions of monsters or even armed men, but only a dozen cloaked figures. With the wave of a hand, one of them dissipated the fog to reveal the army under King Sigrant’s banners in its entirety, and twenty-five thousand had been a gross underestimate by at least half. The second figure, his arms out to his sides, brought both hands together in front of him. When his hands connected, everyone in before him screamed in pain, his clap having been enhanced by magic and causing blood to flow from over a thousand persons’ ears. The third mage made a gesture and water burst from under the ice in a torrent that washed Valdadorian soldiers to the ground by the hundreds as yet another mage cast a spell turning that previous water to ice, encasing men and women alike, the death screams frozen upon their faces. Fire exploded from both sides as Valdadore’s mages began to retaliate, but they were outmatched. More than half their fireballs were snuffed out mid-flight by balls of ice or walls of water. Sigrant had magicians of the like never before encountered in Valdadore. However, they would not last long if Seth had anything to say about it.
Pandemonium or not, Seth gave the command to attack at the same time his own brother exploded in size. Lending his voice to the battle, the King of Valdadore called a full retreat. In less than a minute Valdadore had lost a thousand men, and Seth realized that this was the moment he had been preparing for without even knowing it would come. It seemed as if Seth watched through someone else’s eyes as those loyal to him first and foremost sprang into action to defend those who were loyal to his brother retreated. Borrik and Eve exploded in size as well, each taking to the air to wreak havoc as they saw fit. Garret and the only two remaining Knights of Valdadore who were present with the army waded into the enemy in an attempt to take out the mages who had already disappeared back into the massive enemy army ranks. Now came the foot troops of Sigrant’s military, nearly twenty thousand men heavily armored and armed each with a shield and sword. Seth knew the knights would not be enough, and the more time they could buy the common troops to fall back and retreat to Valdadore, the more likely they would survive.
Reaching out to those humans he had supposedly blessed among Garret’s troops, Seth infused the symbols he had drawn upon their flesh with the power of life and watched as six more giant warriors lent themselves to the fray. Seth was nowhere near finished as he watched over two hundred of his troops plow into the front lines of the enemy, a massive wall of fur and claws. Sara too was off spinning and whirling through the enemy lines, hacking and stabbing like a dancing force of nature. Each of his freakish creations, including Blithe and Varina, fought alongside his werewolves, and Seth stared as enchanted weapons and armor blazed to life, raining destruction on their foes. Yet even now, Seth had a trick up his sleeve that was a battle turner, but not wanting to waste it, he instead turned himself to the fight and began to do what he was named for. Seth the Death Mage, called a walking god by some, strode at an even pace towards his enemy blazing a trail of destruction before him. Though some were lucky enough to simply turn to ash before him, where the black mage wandered bodies smoldered as screams were cut short. Lightning danced across the air from the mage striking all those around him who wore armor or carried a weapon. Walls of power sent hundreds flying through the air, and columns of fire burnt or boiled thousands more. However, just as he had anticipated, it wasn’t long before Seth became the primary target of the invading force.
 
*****
 
Garret summoned his blessing quickly and saw those near him that his brother had blessed do the same. Everything was happening so quickly there was no time to regroup. There was no time to make a new plan. There was no time for anything except to react and Garret did the only thing his conscience would let him do; he called a retreat. If his army attempted to stand their ground as they were now they would be decimated. Garret could not have that on his hands and as such he watched as the common troops turned and fled the battlefield as fast as they were able. Garret pulled his sword from the scabbard upon his back and began to stride forward as Borrik, the twisted monster of his brother’s creation, leapt into the air. It was a sight that sent shivers running down Garret’s spine, and they were on the same team. With nothing to lose but everything, Garret waded into the enemy carving a path of blood and gore, hoping against hope that Linaya fared better than he at this present moment. With a final prayer to Gorandor to protect his people, Garret’s vision turned red as he began to chuckle, a madman born of blood and death.
 
*****
 
Borrik soared above his enemy, a giant creature seemingly summoned from some abyss too dark to name. He was a frightening vision, of that he was sure; a man turned wolf who managed to sprout two extra arms, and wings as well, who could now summon fireballs and was big enough to squash men beneath his feet. What a wonderful world it was.
Diving into the enemy, Borrik landed in the middle of the ground troops and began cleaving through the small men as if they were insects, throwing fireballs haphazardly, snapping his teeth and growling, a monster among men. So this was how those blessed by the gods felt, Borrik thought. No wonder they were mostly all uppity, thinking themselves better than common men. How easy it was for one blessed by the gods to slaughter those who were not. It almost seemed unfair, he thought, but that was until he witnessed the odds beginning to even out.
 
*****
 
Sara twirled through the first few lines of the enemy troops, her blades lashing out again and again as she sprang into the air to penetrate deeper into Sigrant’s forces. Each stroke of her blade siphoned life from those she killed or injured into herself, making her feel more and more alive with each strike. The euphoria that overtook her from the power rushing into her body again and again made her feel invincible, and made her lust for things unholy and unnatural. More and more she slew, dancing away from blows that would kill slower people, and jumping over those she could not duck. Again and again she brought a foe to the ground, her enchanted blades filling her with unnaturally long life, pleasure and lust. Sara fought on, but it was a constant struggle to stay focused on the task at hand with the scents of fear and blood so strong upon the air. It was not until she severed a man’s head and blood sprayed across her armor, some of it into her very helm, that Sara lost control of the thirst. Though the day was overcast, stray rays of sunlight fell to the ground, making the battlefield that much more dangerous for Sara, but so lost was she in her desire for blood that she stripped her helm from her head and began dancing anew through the ranks of the enemy. Those who fell before her blades bled out upon the ground, but those she found the chance to sink her teeth into, even momentarily, were left behind, marked as they were for death by sunlight, to fall wherever the sun struck them.
 
*****
 
Seth felt more than actually saw the first assault as it came from his right, a ball of ice the size of a boulder. Reaching up without so much as looking, Seth reduced it to nothing with a pillar of wicked green and yellow fire. But that was only the first of many attacks that all seemed to come at once on some unheard command. Fireballs, arrows, ice, lightning and even water were thrown at him by magical means in such quantities Seth had no viable means to retaliate, at least not by himself. Seth simply absorbed those attacks he could, and avoided or thwarted those he couldn’t, wanting to gather as much power as was possible. As ground troops drew near to him, Seth obliterated them with a thought, filling the air with ash and coating the ground in it as well. His blessed troops were faring well, and so far as he could tell he had lost no more than a handful of werewolves after the initial attack. Seth could not believe that Sigrant had risked putting his mages at the front of the battle lines. It had been effective, but it was a huge risk with such valuable troops. 
Then Seth realized the error of his thinking. All troops were valuable; that was why Garret had called a retreat, sending the majority of their force to flee back to the city. Seth recognized in that moment that the longer this battle raged, the more lives would be lost. The more power would return to the gods and ultimately no one on Thurr would win anything. This was simply a game to the immortals. It was a game in which some pieces were given more moves than others, and a game that could only be won by the players, not the pieces. In this battle Seth was simply a piece as was everyone else. Seth needed to end this battle before it got too bloody, but before he could even play his last card, the enemy came forth with a surprise move of their own.
 
*****
 
Garret watched as men dressed in black in several locations throughout the enemy army began to move at incredible speed, each of them running into another, then doubling in size before combining with yet another and then another. Within minutes more than forty of the giant black horsemen had risen from the masses of enemy troops. They varied in size and girth, but Garret knew that those attributes mattered little. These men were willing to sacrifice themselves to destroy the enemy, and Valdadore was the enemy. Garret had seen these men in action before and could think of only one way to effectively take them out.
Looking around the battlefield, his head swiveling this way then that, Garret sought out his brother to find him a few hundred yards away, blasting down hundreds of enemy troops, a wasteland of charred and desiccated flesh in his wake. Shouting above the battle, Garret called out to Seth. Gaining his attention, he gestured to the large warriors clad in black leather armor that approached from seemingly all directions. Seeing his brother nod, Garret turned back just in time to deflect a blow from one such horseman’s large sword.
 
*****
 
Borrik watched in fascination as two men became one larger man, and then two of those combined to become yet a larger warrior near equal in size to himself. Finally feeling he had found someone worthy of his attack, Borrik leapt into the air propelling himself forward using his wings to glide in closer to the foe. On landing Borrik summoned a fireball into each of his lower hands and raised his swords with his upper. He did not, however, expect the warrior to move so fast. Like lightning the warrior clad in black leather lunged towards him, lashing out with a thin rapier-type sword. Borrik did not even bother to dodge, knowing his armor would protect him from such a light blade. Enchanted as his armor was, not even Borrik expected what was about to happen to the leather clad warrior. With lightning dancing across his armor, as soon as Sigrant’s knight landed the blow, lightning raced up his blade burning holes through armor and flesh alike, killing the giant of a warrior instantly, smoke curling up from his hair and clothes.
One down, Borrik turned to seek out yet another of the fascinating enemies to try his blades against. Luckily for Borrik there were plenty to be had, near to fifty in his estimation.
 
*****
 
Though the warriors of Valdadore were valiantly trying to hold off the enemy so their unblessed comrades could flee in relative safety, they were so few that they were like islands in a river that simply flowed around them. At this rate there would be no turning the tide, and as such, Seth knew that the only option they had was to frighten the enemy into fleeing, or flee to the castle themselves. Knowing it was now or never, Seth shouted to Jonas who remained nearby, and in return the great mottled werewolf barked a quick reply. Yelling for Jonas to relay orders to his men, Seth repeated a task he had been practicing for weeks. Instantly Seth reached out and connected with the auras of his men. Since these auras were sworn to him, they were somehow tied to him and therefore easy to locate. Pouring all the energy he could afford to spare into all of his men, Seth was thrown from his feet by what ensued.
Like some great explosion a thunderous boom shook the ground beneath the battlefield. The frozen lake began to crack and split as great sheets of ice began to shift, spilling Sigrant’s troops beneath them by the hundreds. Though the explosion had been tremendous, the shockwaves that followed it were by far the worse of the two, as hundreds of walls of concussive air lent power to one another and men and women were either thrown to the ground or into the air. Only those who were blessed in size by their respective gods were left standing and more than two hundred of them were great wolfmen sworn to Seth. For weeks Seth had practiced locating his men, and for days he had drawn upon them with symbols formed of magic for this very moment. Though he did not have power enough to sustain them permanently, each had enough power in their blessing now to remain in their blessed form for greater than two hours. What was even better was Seth’s plan.
For the entirety of the battle thus far, Seth’s werewolves had been spreading themselves thin through the enemy lines, fighting in small packs, seeking out the targets that Seth had commanded them. He had told them that they would know when to strike, and they had taken the hint. Like the wind of a tornado, a giant roar tore across the battlefield as Seth’s troops to a man became blessed and sprang atop their chosen targets. They did not strike out at the blessed knights commanded by Sigrant, but at all those mages who had targeted Seth; all those mages who now lay upon their faces or backs, thrown by the massive wolven transformations. They were easy targets, and within seconds more than a hundred mages died, those blessed by gods, those pieces of high value.
Just as soon as the mages were felled, the hundreds of giant werewolves lent themselves to the fight against the giant black knights as everyone of normal size fought to regain their feet. It would not be a fair match by any means; two hundred giant werewolves versus fifty or so human knights dressed in leather armor.
 
*****
 
Garret dove aside, kicking out at his attacker’s leg, effectively breaking the horseman’s knee. So long as the man did not go suicidal in his means of attack, Garret could defeat him. But even with a broken knee the man stayed upright, at least until the blast happened. With a force like being smacked with a stone wall, Garret’s attacker, already off balance from his injured leg, was thrown backwards to topple upon his own troops, crushing several beneath him. Garret was unsure just what had exploded, but not daring to take his eyes off his foe, ignored the deafening ringing that was now all he heard and regained his own feet to finish this fight.
Approaching his foe, Garret wasted no time and leaped upon the man from a distance, driving his blade down through the horseman’s throat before he could even do so much as sit up. Pulling his blade from the soil, Garret looked this way and that, seeking his next opponent, but instead he discovered the source of the blast. In all directions, Seth’s wolf troops stomped through Sigrant’s army, all of them now closing in on the giant black knights. Garret could not believe his eyes. Never would he have believed that Seth was capable of such a feat, but just as Garret began to get his hopes up with odds better than favorable, the tide was turned yet again.
 
*****
 
Seth watched his men closing in on their enemies as he himself turned a few hundred common men and women to ash, replenishing a small amount of the power he had just expelled. As he watched he witnessed as one of the giant knights split back into four normal people who became lost among the thousands of other common troops. A second later a giant fireball in the shape of a skull smashed a giant werewolf in the chest, tearing a hole straight through the giant beast. He collapsed without so much as a muscle spasm upon the ground. Then it happened three more times from that same vicinity, and Seth recalled how the knights under his brother’s command had been felled by such an attack. His realization was too late as all of the giant warriors of Sigrant’s army disseminated from one another into ordinary men once more and skull-shaped fireballs were cast in all directions causing dozens of Seth's giant werewolves to fall in battle. Seth reached out as quickly as he was able and began severing the umbilical that connected the blessed warriors of Sigrant with their chosen god, several per attack. He dropped them where they stood. Within less than a handful of minutes Seth destroyed more than eighty of the common sized knights, but it was too late; by that time the damage had been done as more than forty of the knights had split into fours and half of those had landed a target. Seth had lost half of his men in just a few moments, and though wondrous power flowed into him in droves, he felt no pleasure from it. Though Sigrant had lost over a hundred mages, and all of his knights, his army kept coming. They marched ever forward, bent on the destruction of Valdadore, spilling by the thousands from the shore of the frozen lake, its once broken surface already mended.
Seth was out of tricks. He still had over a hundred men, each of them currently blessed with size and strength, but only for a limited time. In only an hour or so, they would return to average size and then all would be lost. However, with the deaths of half of his troops he now had the power to sustain their blessings for significantly longer if he wished. Seth dared not try anything big, not like at the battle with the black horde. He could not bear to kill those who stood with him on the field of battle again. He would not risk being teleported halfway across the world. With nothing left up his sleeves, Seth relayed a message to Jonas who made sure it would reach the king’s ear. As Seth expected, a few seconds later, his brother’s booming voice echoed across the battlefield calling for full retreat. 
The battle was over. Valdadore had lost. 
But at least they stood to fight another day.
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