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The Exodus Sagas
IV
Of Moons And Myth
by
Jason R Jones
 
 



“An exodus is a grand departure or escape of spiritual importance comprising of flight from persecution, loss, suffering, the past, or slavery; resulting in a journey to a place of holy sanctuary, guided by God.”
 
For Mark,
My stepfather, the man that has taught me so much, and always been there for me through the best and the worst in life. You fight like there is no tomorrow. You bring laughter to the world and its troubles. Do not stop, never lose your faith, for you are the true, unstoppable, and devout king of the dwarves, if ever there was.
 

 
 

 
 
 



Forward to the Exodus Sagas
 
There is little that can be read of the great kingdoms of the continent of Agara prior to the flood almost four hundred years ago. Most history that survived is in small collections in the castles and libraries of nobility or hidden away in old temples and cathedrals. The countries of the northern continent of Ala Sere, under the rule of the holy empire of Altestan, saw to it many times over that written accounts were destroyed. Nearly three thousand years of persecution has driven the northern cultures to flee south to a land where myth and legend, the arcane and the divine, still hold hope for mankind. The fair skinned native Agarians introduced the northern refugees to their ways, the magical fey shrines, the mystical elves and dwarves, and shared the shelters of a new world under the moons. Great kingdoms and cities of spiritual power were constructed out of these cultural friendships. It was not to last.
The Emperors of Altestan had a lineage of men whose devotion to Yjaros, the One God, God of man, God of Gods, would not allow them to sit idly as their people fell under the supposed spells of lesser races. Great blended cities of various cultures and faiths were blasphemy to them and they felt the word of God guide them from his throne on the green moon. The Altestani and their mighty armadas swept over Agara destroying Kivanis, Aloeste, Arouland, and Mooncrest. They invaded and murdered those they crossed that were not human, much as they had done in their own lands so many thousands of years ago. Their belief that man was the chosen race and His children, drove them beyond care or reason. They made brutal examples of their interpretation of the will of Yjaros, despite the cries of many religions and worshippers of other Gods. Their armies massed by sea and land, cornering the last of the remaining clergies deep off the southern coast to Teirinshire in the kingdom of Chazzrynn. The Carician worshippers, bowing to lesser Gods of the white moon, had nowhere left to run and their allies had been annihilated or had surrendered. Branded as heathens and pagans by the oppression, they died as warnings to the southern populace. Yet victory was not to remain.
Atop the holy tower of Arouland, a young boy named Tarum knelt above the hundreds of thousands that had conquered and killed in the name of their God. A pious priest of Alden, the Lord of Heaven, Tarum began to pray aloud. Soon he was joined by the thousands devoted to Seirena, Megos, Vundren, Siril, and long lost Annar. Even many of the Altestani, hearing the foreign words of prayer in unison, began to kneel and speak to God. The waters of the Vateric Ocean rose, and within hours a terrible storm swept over the cliffs of south and west. The flood did not stop for the priests and clergy, for the warlords or sorcerers of Altestan, not even for Tarum or the holy patriots of Alden. The ocean covered the western cities, drowning northern ships and southern civilizations together. The empires of the north took it as a warning from God for not recognizing the lesser Gods and for their pride in conquest. Many saw it as a trap or a trick of magical nature. The southern realms saw it as yet another act of the Gods that made a martyr out of the tyranny they had forgotten existed. But some knew the truth.
 
The mortal wars of land and sea are mirrored in the heavens and in the realms of the two moons by the powers that be. There is a struggle for existence, for free will from a creator that demands obedience and one that has been and always will be. There are no known records or histories in writing of what the truth could actually be. Books are lost or burned, stories change with each teller and new generation, and many a man would alter a tale should it be to his benefit. Thousands upon thousands of years could not hold accurately all of the myths and spiritual journeys that have occurred by mortal and immortal alike. No dragon, elf, dwarf or man could assemble together in a lifetime enough to show and prove the truths to others. Once those that were there have passed on, every story becomes history. However, there is one man who remembers well far more than he should, possesses long forbidden powers in secret, and has been in existence to see more than any man should have seen. Blessed, some would say if they knew of him, cursed says he who has survived it, the truth is likely somewhere in the middle.
Close to four centuries after the deluge as the Agarian calendar has shown it, the floodwaters have receded and one man is able to share of the journeys of those few he has seen gathered by divine fate. His story is one of pain and triumph, freedom, and mystery. Yet his tale is for another time. Leaving the great fortress of Evermont, the five seekers of mythical Kakisteele are making their last turn toward a place cursed by the Gods over two thousand years past. Hunted, chased, followed, and blessed the same, they are all unaware of what awaits in the west and what would see them undone. They know not of the thousands that follow them and their hope. All they know is the final steps toward keeping a promise, into a realm that may not exist, are about to be taken.
Our teller of tales began watching from afar, listening to rumors and stories of how these strangers met, and why they remained together. Finally free of many of his own demons and curses, this man put together the sagas of moons and dark angels, truth and myth, and far off places where it all began. The last stand of forgotten deities, lost kingdoms, and races destined for extinction has begun. He shall tell us, and his son, of the Exodus…
 



Prologue
Gillian, Shanador
 
I stretched my legs as the walk took me down over my green hills. The dirt road was moist in the morning, preventing the flying dust that would mark my passage home. Veering off quickly to the right, I walked the horse by the reins to a grove of young maples near one of the many barns on my lands. The sun was sending the sky its first bits of coral, pink, and orange in the west. The black star dotted sky that held two crescent moons of green and white, began to come alive with indigo and rich blues. Dawn was fast approaching, and I had little time.
“Jahirium” I whispered to my magnificent black mare, and she and the saddle sparkled out of existence, back to the arcane energies I had summoned her from.
“Timiorus de muniore” I quietly stared at my keep, from two miles away or more, and focused on the courtyard before the gray stone foyer and doors. 
I was in silver clouds for a blink, maybe less, then I was home. My four stories of stone seemed to welcome me without word, south Shanador breezes caught my robes, and the air was heavy in Shaltyn, the month of harvest. I smiled and looked out at the sunrise over the western peaks of the Misathi foothills that I could only see faintly on a clear morning. My arcane powers still there, latent, easily accessed and used. Yet I knew I must be careful. I looked to the white stone ring on my right hand, then the green one on my left. I was not concerned that the powers who dwelt on the moons could sense me or my use of the arcane, it was far darker beings that those rings concealed me from that held a healthy fear and respect in my conscience.
 It was Aliday, first day of the week, day of prayer and rest for those that worshipped Alden. In Shanador that meant everyone for the most part. I heard the bells from Gillian far to the north over my lands, the cathedrals would be filling in the hours to come. Ranny and her family would be going to the city, leaving me and my son Alessandeir, all alone for half the day or more. I smiled again and walked inside my home.
Quiet, all was still, I walked into my halls and rooms as if the world had stopped and stolen the noises of which I was accustomed. I removed my leather gloves, my black cloak, and the sword. Then I set the hand and a half blade with the ramskull crosspiece and ruby eyes above the mantle, hanging above the fireplace that hinted with telltale warmth that it had been aflame last night. Though I was only gone for a week to Acelinne, courtesy of faster travel by old arcane skill, what I may of missed at home danced through my thoughts. I heard them, the servant family, the animals outdoors, and then I heard my son. None of them knew I was home. I smiled and sat in the small east facing dining hall near the kitchen, where we ate breakfast.
“Dada is home Ranny, so I want sausage and fruit.” Alessandeir let out a yawn as he stumbled his first steps after the stairs down from his room.
“He will be home soon, young lord, soon. Sausage and fruit it is.” Ranny was still upstairs, waking her family from the servant and guest rooms.
“He is home, I know it. Not soon, now.” My son was sure of it, and demanding in tone. 
I saw him look outside, his little four year old frame in the doors of the foyer, peering out north to the countryside. He stood still, hand on his right hip, leaning with his left on the wall, posed much like myself at times. I remained hidden, back resting in a chair in the morning sun room, shadows of dawn still cloaking my silent presence. Yet he knew I was here, I could tell.
“My young lord, the Lord of Azarris will be gone for some time now. Acelinne is a bit of a trip, dearheart. And who knows how long the conclave will last? Not I. Then, he must make the return.” Ranny picked him up, a struggle for her age, yet she did and held him with a smile.
“But he is home, I saw.” Alessandeir smiled.
“You saw it where little lord, up here?” She touched his forehead as she matched his grin.
“Yes.” He giggled out as she set him down again.
“Children, niece, boys! Help me get the morning ready now, hurry up!” Ranny telled upstairs, rousing her family of five to action in her old years. 
“Yeah! Hurry up! I have sausage you have to cook!” My boy yelled, taking the mantle of authority in my absence it seemed.
“Now, now, little lord. I will do the cooking. My boys need to saddle the horses, their boys need to get them brushed, and my niece and you need to eat and get dressed for temple. Tis’ Aliday, and you need to be coming with us to Gillian.” Ranny was walking toward the kitchen.
“Awwww
uhh. I don’t want to go to Gillian and the smelly church of Alden, Ranny. I will wait for dada.” Arms crossed, defiant, blonde curls over a pouting face, my four year old stood his ground.
“Well your father, Lord Azarris, would wish it. If I were to leave you here alone---“ Ranny gasped as she turned and saw me sitting not five feet from her. She put her hand over her chest and made the sign of the cross and circled it.
“Dada!”
I stood as I was charged by my son, grabbed him, and swung him up into my arms. It seemed he had grown in this last week. He hugged my neck, I squeezed back, he smelled of sleep on his skin and faded lilac in his hair.
“I knew you were home, told you Ranny.”
“By the wings of Alden, Lord Azarris, you scared me near to fatal you did.” Ranny was recovering her breath and rocking back and forth to do it.
“Apologies abound, I was trying to keep quiet and not wake anyone.” I nodded, boy attached, then again as her two sons in their forties, two grandsons in their twenties, and her niece somewhere in the middle, came down the stairs after hearing Ranny gasp. All dark blonde, dark eyes, tall and thin they were. Shanadorian and Harlian mixed it seemed, which was common in this part of Shanador.
“Jaern and Kifan, please bow to our returned lord and see to the horses. My lord, how could you have possibly made it to Acelinne and back in just over a week, if you don’t mind me asking?” Ranny bowed now and insisted her tall sons do the same.
“Ahhh, little mysteries good housemaid, tis all.”
I returned the bows with a slight nod and a smile, then the same to Kifan’s two sons, Hestal and Fourn, and lastly the quiet woman, Myrmya the widow. They all were of Azarris since their service was to here and to my name, my family, yet none truly knew of me or that the surname was not at all mine by blood or lineage.
“What was the capital like, dada? Was it huge? Did you meet the king and queen?” Alessandeirs blue eyes and smile asked the questions while his little body struggled down to put his feet on solid ground. 
“Acelinne is immense, son, majestic and more. Did you know they have over fifty castles there?” I smiled, seeing him grab the fresh juice of orange and apple as fast as Ranny set the goblet down. 
“Fifty?! That is a lot, that is like ten and ten and ten, and then more than that!” He slurped, dribbled, and looked at his fingers trying to somehow reach fifty. The smell of sausage caught both our noses as Ranny cooked away.
“It is. And yes, I saw King Borgaine and Queen Findyra the Fair, I even saw the Shield of Shanador in the Aldane Citadel.”
“You did?! Did you hold it and fight with it?” The plate set down with still steaming lamb sausage in front of him.
“No son, no. They do not let anyone that close, tis a holy relic to the church. The last man to hold the shield was---“ My son cut me off.
“Sir Foltaires the Pure, over four centuries ago when he fighted to protect Saint Tarum from the Altesarron Empires, way, way, way, south of here, in Ardolander. Then the floods came, and they all died.” His sausage chewing was mingled with his accurate, albeit four year old, rendition of history.
“Yes son, he fought against the Altestan Empires in Arouland. He was a very holy knight indeed. Very good, your mind is akin to a sponge.” I shook his hair amess with my hands as he ate.
“And that was the lastest time Altesarteran invaded Agara, cuz’ they all died in the flood there way in the south.” He smiled, knowingly, innocent, and devoured his breakfast and juice.
“Altestan son, yes that was the last invasion. But, they are not all dead, no. The empires to the north are vast, more than we know.” I thought back, remembering wars that no one living could recall over two thousand years past, I had been there.
“Like thousands?”
“More than that I am afraid.”
“Hundreds?” 
“No son. Altestan is comprised of dozens of nations, and they occupy a dozen more that they have conquered or hold allied treaty with. I would say, tens of millions live under the rule of the three emperors today, maybe more.” 
“Dada, what is a million?”
“It is---“ We all turned, the housemaid, her family, my son and myself. Marching, commotion of organized soldiers to the south of the keep, near my home and getting closer. I could feel the ground shake beneath my sandals, the echo of armored men, I grabbed my sword from the mantle.
“Dada, dada, what is that noise?” Alessandeir ran after me.
“Stay here son. Ranny, keep them all inside.” I gave her eyes a stern stare, ignored my sons’ pleas to follow, and stalked out my northern doors and circled around my keep. It had been nine years since my release, I was surprised it had taken them this long to find me.
“Uvirool tapeshti.” I whispered an arcane protection that turned my clothing as strong as steel. Five more steps.
“Caiferitus pron pilool.” I drew my blade as an ebony essence swirled below my feet that would allow me to shift between any and all shadows at will. My powers came back to memory faster and stronger than I could have hoped, the energies flowed without effort. Around the east side, marching over the hill behind my home, I was ready for them. I dropped the leather sheath.
“Involius trebori.” The wind rushed from behind me, I felt stronger, faster, more aware of everything around. My eyes sensed for the demons, there were none. I reached again with my magicked sight, standing over where the noise should emerge from, by the eastern bluffs. Nothing enchanted or cursed, not the Soteth sorcerors of Altestan, in fact, I felt nothing in the realm of the arcane at all. 
Line by line, rows of men emerged from the east. Men with gray beards, shorter men, stockier men. I let my guard down and picked up my sheath, relaxed my powers of the arcane, and rested my sword. I heard my son running up behind me, obviously having escaped the housemaid and her family. I was less than surprised.
“Dada, what is it? Who are they?” He tugged at my robes of black and indigo, put his arms up for me to lift him, yet his eyes never left the view of one thousand dwarves marching west in the early morning.
I looked at the standards some of the soldiers carried. A pick, a hammer and moons design, gems and stars on another. Some of the soldiers had brown and blonde beards all in braids, yet most were gray. The steps in steel plate, shields and hammers clanking closer, I had to raise my voice to speak to my son.
“Fazurand son, dwarves of Fazurand! Likely they are headed to Marlennak in the mountains!” One of the dwarves broke off from the formation with his hand raised toward me. I returned the gesture, Ranny and her family now behind me as well.
“Greetings there, ye’ be the Lord of Azarris then?” 
The soldier spoke Agarian, and seemed to know of me. I eyed him, never having seen him before. Blonde bushy eyebrows, at least thirty braids of hair and beard that hung over his shining silver plates.
“I am.” I lied, by name I was I suppose, but the powers that be had placed me here after my release, it was not mine by blood or inheritance. Though no one would likely ever know besides myself.
“Ye’ don’t look like him, unless ye’ be growin’ younger. And yer’ accent sure ain’t Shandorian neither, me lord.”
“He passed away, seven years ago actually, I was raised, north of here, shall we say.”
“Ah, sorry to hear of it. So ye’ be the new lord Azarris then?”
“Yes, Sodom, and my son here, is Alessandeir.”
“Well met my lord, little lord. I be captain Kamderr Joudeppe, royal guard of the Moon Hammer o’ Vundren. We o’ Fazurand had permissions then to pass through yer lands when we traveled to Marlennak. Willborne be not a land we care to march through, hostile and treacherous and all. Would ye’ keep the same permissions then?”
“What’s the Moon Hammer?” Alessandeir struggled down again, standing now next to this dwarven captain, his head coming up to the dwarfs chest at only four years.
“Son, the captain is surely busy, come on---“
“No, no, my lord. Tis allright. The Moon Hammer is the voice of our God, Vundren, the God o’ the mountains and forges, God o’ the dwarves. He lives in a place, a big old mountain in the heavens, called Mount Maonell. We protect the Moon Hammer, and he blesses the sons o’ our kings and High Hammers between the dwarven kingdoms.” Kamderr Joudeppe smiled and took a knee next to Alessandeir, now eye to eye with my boy.
“Can we go with Dada? Can we?” He looked up to me, then to Kamderr, then back to me as the entire honor guard for their high priest stopped, all thousand at once.
I looked to the dwarf and smiled, he nodded to me and put his armored hand on my son.
“Sorry lordly lad, but this be official dwarven business, besides, the mountains are too darn hot here in harvest time. Ye wouldn’t have much fun marchin’ for a week straight. Here.” Kamderr dug in his pouch, found something by the raise in his brow, and put it into Alessandeir’s hands.
“What is it?” My son held up a golden necklace, the warhammer flanked by two crescent moons on a pendant, all solid gold.
“Captain, that is not necessary, I appreciate the---“
“Tis fine, Lord Azarris. That, little lord, is the hammer and moons of Vundren. That was me brothers, he passed on a few years back in a war in the Zuran Mountains. I think you could have---“ Kamderr stood as Alessandeir ran back to the keep as fast as he could, pendant in hand.
“My apologies, he is but four years old. Thank you captain Joudeppe, tell your men they may pass and I shall honor whatever the previous lord had arranged.” I smiled, amazed at the formation and discipline of the dwarves of Fazurand that had undoubtedly marched for three weeks in this fashion.
“Thank ye’, Lord Sodom, much obliged and all.”
“Do not mention it, what is the occasion, if you do not mind the pry?”
“King Rallik finally has a baby boy and he needs a blessin’, and King Therrak just had his third or fourth girl. To Marlennak we go, the Moon Hammer commands and such. Any news of the north, Shanador or otherwise?” 
Captain Joudeppe took a drink of something that smelled of stale dark beer and smiled. He offered it to me, I refused with a smile, so he took another swig.
“The Shields of Shanador have been ordered by the council of kings and the Aldane. Fifty thousand to Kivanis. They mean to retake Rugeness from Altestan.” I hung my head, knowing that many would die there, and also that Ranny’s sons and grandsons would likely be ordered to fight.
“Ye’ would think with ten low kings, one high king, a hundred knights, and a hundred more lords and four dukes, that Shanador would come to their senses and stop sendin’ their men to die in every other country. Marlennak has two kings, and that is too much sometimes. We have just one in Fazurand, but eleven? Not adding to the wisdom much, far as I can see. No offense, my lord.”
“None taken, my vote was to the nay of sending our men. But, democracy means everyone votes, and the fear of Altestani soldiers and royalty on Agarian soil, means panic.”
“And panic means send a large force n’ kill everything with dark hair and dark eyes. Them northerners deserve it mind ye’, but surely a better plan coulda’ come from that conclave. What’s yer boy doin’ then?” The captain looked past me, toward the hill my son was running down, arms in relentless grip of a leather sack he was dragging.
I watched him struggle, the sack as big as he was, but his determination won out as he set it at the dwarven captains feet. He caught his breath and smiled.
“What be this then, young lord Alessandeir?”
“For you and the Moon Hammer. There is grapefruits, oranges, sausages, bread, and here.” My son handed the feathered cross of Alden, silver on a silver chain, to smiling Kamderr.
“I don’t like the church, so if you have this, I can stay home with my Dada.” Clever indeed, Alessandeir smiled from under his sweaty curls, from ear to ear.
“Ha! Ye’ best get the okay from yer father though. Ha!”
“Tis fine.” How could I say no to my son after such an effort.
“Well then, well met Lord Sodom Azarris, little lord. My thanks and the thanks of Fazurand upon ye’.” Captain Kamderr Joudeppe waved his hand, picked up the sack of food, and put the feathered cross in his pouch. 
He turned and bowed to us, and marched ahead with the royal brigade to the west. We waved, Alessandeir more than I, and he even received a few back here and there from the occasional curious dwarven soldier as they passed toward the Misathi.
“Dada?”
“Yes son?”
“Is that the first dwarves you have ever ever in your life ever met?”
“No, I know several in truth.”
“Yeah, but not a Moon Hammer or a king.”
“Actually, I do. Do you remember Azenairk Thalanaxe?”
“He is a Moon Hammer?!” Alessandeir smiled, running back toward our keep, yet pausing to wait for me. I followed, listening to the faint sounds of the marching dwarves fade beyond the foothills.
“No, but I should tell you about his family I suppose. For he is related to kings, did I tell you this already?” I remembered right where I left off, just a few weeks ago.
“Really? No, umm, maybe you did. Tell me anyway, dada.”
“Are you certain son? Tis a bit scary, this part.”
“Tell me, tell me, dada. Please, and let’s have some more juice.” Alessandeir ran back toward our home. I followed, still keeping my awareness about me, still feeling as though my past could catch up at any moment, from any shadow.
“Very well. It was the dreams of home, his childhood, and the myths of his forefathers that had haunted his sleeping mind since he had left Boraduum. Azenairk did not know it then, but his grandfather always spoke of the mines of Kakisteele and their family of Thalanaxe somehow being tied to---”
“Dada?”
“Yes son?”
“When does it get scary?”
“Soon son, soon. May I continue?”
“Allright.”
“So it began when he was very young, still working for study time at the Temple of Vundren in Boraduum. His grandfather was out as usual, and his mother and father were…”
 



Introduction
Azenairk IV:I  
City of Boraduum, Bori Mountains    294 A.D.
 
“Wisdom is not a virtue, it is a gift that all who pay attention to life around them, shall be rewarded with in due time. The feeling of necessity to pass it on to each generation, now that is the blessing of Vundren.”---from the sermons and teachings of Wikramm Miniander, eighteenth Moon Hammer of Fazurand.   Circa 1325 B.C.
 
“Aye! And they say that the blue eyes is for outside, got no luck for nothin’ in the mines or underground. Tis’ why you and your drunken father is nearly outta money!” She slammed her fist on the wooden table in the kitchen.
“Oh aye? Well these blue eyes done fought in four wars for the king, and me father expanded the Thalanaxe mines after fightin’ in three others, Rhosda!” Kimmarik slammed his fist on the same table, legs creaking with each blow.
“Aye! And the mines expanded into nothin’, brave husband, and he done drank what we did have to near less than nothin’. Pentrik Thalanaxe is a known meadpounder now, his drinkin’ be all that be left o’ his legend.” Rhosda Thalanaxe tied her black hair back, not letting her fierce brown eyed stare leave her husbands.
“Oh aye? Watch yer words with me father, woman! He done received this here hammer from the king himself back---“ Kimmarik was cut off.
“Aye! Previous king, wars done back o’er a century or more now! We got nothin’ Kimmarik, and no king givin’ us anything for all that fightin’, we barely had coin for the bread and to pay yer workers in those dead end mines this month.” She caught her breath and started to cough. Her chest had been aching for over a decade, the arguing had not helped it either.
Kimmarik rubbed her back, cooling his temper, looking around their new, smaller, home in the lower south side of Boraduum. Brown rough stone reflected the candlelight and the orange from the hearth. They had only three rooms for sleeping and one main room for cooking and sitting now. It had not always been so, and he hung his head knowing that his wife, mother of their three sons, was speaking nothing but the truth. Kimmarik just refused to accept it.
“I will see what I can do, love. Maybe bishop Dalurthain got some ideas, or hells, even prayers. Got lots on me mind now, battle comin’ n’ all that.” He stroked his graying black beard as he calmed down.
“Father?”
“Aye me boy, me youngest, me pride. Don’t ye pay mind there Azenairk, yer mum and I just be discussin’, tis’ all.” Kimmarik looked at little Zen who was half hidden around the corner, smiling at his boy who had just turned thirteen, rubbing his wifes back to help her cough.
“Father, one o’ the Granvangs is at the door, he wants to talk to ye’.” Azenairk rubbed his stubble, hoping to have a beard like his brothers and father someday, and the family warhammer.
“Aye? Likely trouble down at the tavern again. Get the boys, Kimmarik.” Rhosda managed to sit, eke out a few words inbetween coughs, and then reached for some water.
“Aye. Come on little Agrvund, me warpriest o’ the boldest small stature. Let’s get yer’ older brothers and see what the issue be then, shall we?” Kimmarik had the hammer in one hand and Azenairk’s hand in his other. He could not afford to send Zen to the temple of Vundren for training, so his youngest, blessed as they all knew he was, had been helping out there in exchange for tutelage.  He walked out the door to his home and stopped in front of his visitor.
“Thalanaxe, yer’ father got a bit o’ tab that is unpaid as o’ now, care to settle it here?” Erden Granvang tapped his pouch, pulled his black braids of beard, and smiled showing his missing teeth in the front.
“How much?” Kimmarik kept walking, Azenairk with him, he knew where they were headed.
“Be seven gold coins as of this mornin’, maybe more by the time we gets to the pub. Hope ye’ can cover it.” 
His smile was as repulsive to Kimmarik as his fat belly and greasy hair and beard. But, debt was debt. This one, the owner of the Pub o’ the Smokin’ Anvil, liked to stretch it out on the meadpounders though. They had fought a few words over tabs before.
“I be getting’ me boys first, see what the trouble and hurry is all about then.”
“Yer’ boys is part o’ the trouble, they be there already.”
“Me boys and I be leavin’ tomorrow to fight for King Nalanobek in Tuscko, south in the Mountains. They just be celebratin’ a bit early is all, sure o’ that.” 
“Ogre and giants past the outdoors in the Bori don’t concern me, Kimmarik. Yer’ father owin’ me pub a lot o’ coin is the issue. Yer boys be just tryin’ to get him out, but they is all young and eager to fight. Tis’ the problem.” Erden kept pace, eyeing the empty pouch of Kimmarik Thalanaxe and casting cross glances at his youngest.
“Me boys ain’t never a problem, barkeep, and I will thud hammers with anyone who dare say otherwise. So shut yer beard before I help ye’ lose a few more teeth.” Kimmarik growled and walked faster toward the underground pub in Boraduum.
The Pub o’ the Smokin’ Anvil was dark, open on three sides, and full of stone tables that numbered over one hundred. A golden anvil stood in the middle on a stone pedestal that connected to the end of fifty feet of brown marble polished bartop. The smoke indeed rose from the embers that were kept hot underneath the anvil, embers that matched the low lantern light of the whole tavern and its sixty or more current patrons. 
Kimmarik looked around, then he heard and saw them at the same moment. Stocky Geadrik, his oldest boy, dressed in full plate of a soldier, greaves, steel gauntlets, and a drawn battle axe in his hand. His middle boy, Tadnek Thalanaxe, barely thirty years old now, had the family shield with the twin axes over a moon held out on guard. His helm was on the ground and dented, his head bleeding from a cut, but his battle pick twirled in his hand nonetheless. They stood like battle hardened warriors, surrounded by nearly twenty angry dwarves armed with shortblades, barhammers, and daggers. The table they guarded held no royal king as one would think, but instead sat a wobbly gray dwarf, rambling aloud as he fished for which of the ten or so mugs and flasks before him held any spirits still.
“Ye’ don’t be knowin’ the truth! Truth is, well it be a very long truth, in truth, ha!” Pentrik Thalanaxe laughed to himself, then threw an empty mug between his grandsons. It smacked a patron in the stomach and rattled its steel across the stone floor, tensing every dwarf in the room once more.
“Truth is ye’ be a worthless whiskey-licker, old Pentrik! Now get out, before we does get ye’ out, the hard way!” Surrounding men grew closer, circling like wolves.
“Me papi will be leavin’ soon, so best ye’ back away, Silvunak.” Geadrik tapped his axe to the table and stared at the mob.
“And if ye’ want the hard way, come and get it. I be happy to show ye’ how it’s done then.” Tadnek slammed the flat of his warpick to his shield, smiling to the gathering dwarves that had tired of their grandfather throwing mugs and spouting off.
“Tad! Gead! Enough now boys, the fight is tomorrow, not in here.” Kimmarik walked up to the table, the dwarves making way to let the father to his sons.
“Ahhh, me only surviving son! Look what they done made me do, ya’ see? They, them blasted trollsuckers there made me drink again! They want the box they do, trickin’ me into givin’ it when I be in my mugs too far.” Pentrik spat at the mob of angry dwarves, managing to only hit the back of Geadrik.
“Quiet now father, we needs to get ye’ outta here.” Kimmarik whispered.
“No naye, no! Here, see what they want! Maybe ye’ will just let em have it then, won’t ye? Or maybe yer wife will give it to em’ then when I be dead and in Vundren’s halls?” 
Crack!
The rusty iron box slammed onto the stone table, a tied leather bag, a rolled parchment, and an old key sliding out amidst the mugs. It was quiet, the cut on Tadnek dripped a drop of blood onto his armor, everyone heard it as the pub was like a grave for just a moment, all eyes on the box.
“Father, put those things away now. This is not the time---“
“Aye shut yer’ beard Kimmarik! The mines o’ Kakisteele be ours, the Thalanaxes they are. Far to the north and the west, in ruined Mooncrest where elves and men and temples be---“ Pentrik fell over, out of his chair, drunk for days and nights on end.
The laughter boiled over as old grayed dwarf, mugs, old junk from a rusty box, frazzled beard and hair, and even the chair all toppled. Everyone laughed, pointed, and shouted at the venerable fool of the Thalanaxe clan. Kimmarik, his three sons, and Erden Granvang were the only ones not finding anything humorous. Little Azenairk ran over, helping his papi to the chair and began picking up the things that he knew went back in the box. He had helped do this before a few times.
“Maybe yer’ luck be better would ye’ head that way then!” One of the Silvunaks piped over the laughter.
“Aye, might be enough gold in Kakisteele to pay for ole’ Pentriks drinks then, maybe!” An Ordrimm threw an insult next. The laughs were hearty, black beards of sixty dwarves bobbed up and down in the shadowy tavern.
“If the Thalanaxes believed in mining as much as fairy tales, then hells, we’d o’ had the whole o’ the Bori Mountains done dug out!” Erden Granvang, having to show some humor in his own pub, tossed another jab of words toward the Thalanaxe clan as Zen helped Pentrik to stay in his chair. 
Three dwarves fell down in laughter, it was too much for them to handle as Kimmarik and his two eldest stood while the little one that worked in the temple held up the drunk grandfather. It was an onslaught that they just stood silently and took. Kimmarik looked to the mugs, counted eleven, he did some math quietly.
“Aye! And a six legged demon, the demon o’ curses and ruin, she has our mines held!” Pentrik roared in his stupor over the crowd.
“Father, shut yer beard now, enough---“
“She does, does she!? Maybe it be eight legs? Or perhaps she has but three and ole’ Pentrik be seein’ double!”
“That third leg might not be a leg, maybe the demon ain’t a she!” More laughter rolled, unstoppable.
“Ye o’ no faith, ye’ stupid drunks, all o’ ye! Me fathers, fathers, father was handed this and he knew, aye he did! That be no myth, it is there, ye’ stupid fools are no---“ Pentrik fell back in his chair again as a mug flew across the pub and hit him square in the nose. The laughter was deafening, the tempers boiled from his family.
“How much for a mug, Erden!?” Kimmarik spoke up amidst the laughter.
“Three silvers. Why, lookin’ to drown yer’ father out for the night and save some beard?” The pub owner laughed and pointed, seeing little Azenairk the temple boy helping old Pentrik up once more.
“Son.” Kimmarik spoke deep, an angry tone.
“Yes father!” All three boys answered, they knew that tone of voice. It was beyond the fights he and their mother had, beyond the battle cries out in the mountains his oldest had heard before, it was a calm inner storm of short words he would expect quick answers to.
“Middle son, Tad.” His growl almost a whisper, Kimmarik stared his blue eyes at the ground.
“Aye father!” Tadnek stepped to his father, keeping an eye on the mob that continued to laugh over the Thalanaxe plight.
“Who hit ye’?” Kimmarik looked to the older Silvunak man, Forikk was his name, the one with the shortblade in his hand, he had a hunch already.
“No one did father. Old Silvunak threw a chair at papi to shut him up about the lost mines, so I jumped in the way of it. Ye’ always told me to use me head.” Tadnek felt the bump, saw the blood on his hand, and smiled to his father. The smile was not returned.
“Gead.” Kimmarik glared at Forikk Silvunak, then to Erden Granvang.
“Yes father.” Geadrik lowered his axe a little, pulled his beard to keep his anger down at all the laughter still roiling in the pub.
“Watch yer little brother Zen, and papi, just for a moment. I need a word with a few o’ these men here.” The slightest smile, though not of anything pleasant, crept from under his beard.
“Then what?” Geadrik looked at his fathers eyes, blue and serious like his papi’s.
“Fight like hell.”
Geadrik took a breath as he gazed at the now eager twenty angry dwarves circling from other families. He looked to little Zen, then to his rambling grandfather, finally he cast a wink to Tadnek. The wink was returned.
Kimmarik Thalanaxe walked up to Erden, warhammer in hand, which drew all the angry dwarves involved up close. They knew he had fought in several wars, he had a reputation as more a warrior than a miner, and they all knew he was likely unable to pay the bartab again.
“Granvang, I see eleven mugs there, would be thirty three silvers, or three gold and a bit extra. Ye’ told me seven.” He pointed to his fathers table.
“For all the trouble, the price be double. Shart, ye’ don’t have any coin anyhow, Thalanaxe. Everyone knows that.” Erden smiled his toothless smile, surrounded by twenty angry patrons, his confidence was sound. “Maybe I will take that box o’ junk for the tab, but ye’ will still have to wash me mugs cuz’ it is about worthless. Hand it over then.”
“Naye. It be ours.”
Kimmarik ignored the laughter at another jest aimed toward his family and walked up to old Forikk Silvunak, smiling with each step. The laughter died off early, all the dwarves could sense anger now brewing in the quiet grinning dwarf.
“Forikk, did ye’ throw a chair
at me father?”
“Aye!” Forrik stared right down at Kimmarik.
“And it hit me son in the head? Then did ye’ throw a mug
at him, right at me fathers face?”
“Aye, sure did, you was here! Tried to shut his stupid ars up. What ye’ think ye’ gonna do---“
Crack!
Crack!
“That!” Kimmarik lowered his warhammer, passed on from his old father, after two brutal swings to the ribs sent Forrik to the ground.
“Now ye’ done it Thalanaxe! Take this load o’ shart out o’ me pub and send for the guard! Not before we rough em all up a bit ourselves!” Erden Granvang pulled a small hammer off his belt as nineteen dwarves in his tavern pulled weapons and stepped up on Kimmarik.
“Boys! Time to settle the tab at The Smokin’ Anvil, the hard way!” The old warrior, followed by his two sons, dove into the mob that charged them. 
Geadrik smashed the pommel of his axe into an angry dwarf, then swung his plated fist into the face of another, wild swings, brutal and hard. Tadnek slammed his shield into breaking dwarven noses and heads, his pick was held upside down and clubbing everything in sight with a black beard. Kimmarik whipped the hammer twice, then his elbow three times, then even headbutted another bar patron. The dwarves flew and fell like sacks of squash. Many other patrons just watched, moving away for a bit of safety, but enjoying another fight at the Smokin’ Anvil.
Azenairk watched his brothers and father pummel twenty dwarves through chairs, over stone tables, and even slammed their heads into the hot anvil centerpiece more than once. He stood, guarding his papi, and watched his heroes in action. His smile hurt his face it was so wide, yet he never blinked, not daring to miss one second, one blow, not one brave strike that his outnumbered family dealt the patrons that had insulted them. They were giants to him, Gods even, three dwarves that no one could match. Within a minute or three, it was all but over.
“Ye’ had better yield, or it will be the Smokin’ Granvang in a moment!” Kimmarik held the bleeding face of Erden next to the hot golden anvil, ready to push down should he not give up.
“I yield, I yield, ye’ blasted wretch!” His eye was an inch from the steaming hot embers that kept the anvil scalding. 
Kimmarik threw Erden Granvang to the ground. He looked about full circle, his boys stood tall with him over twenty or more dwarves that were all crawling and groaning in pain. Bruised, bleeding, and beaten, they all shuffled on the stone floor away from the Thalanaxe boys and their father.
“This is gonna cost us more than seven gold coins, but it sure was fun, eh?!” Kimmarik smiled to his sons, then to his youngest, then he met the eyes of his father.
“Was there a fight, what did I miss?” Pentrik stood, wobbly, putting a hand on little Zen for support. He handed the box to Azenairk as he gazed at the moaning dwarves on the ground of the pub. He kicked one, then spat into his gray beard. 
“Kimmarik, Kimmarik! Come quick!” Rhosda yelled into the pub, looking to the mess, then back up as if it mattered not. Two of their workers, covered in soot, stood behind her.
“Sorry hun, it got a bit complicated with papi and all. I uhh, well ye’ see, the boys and I just----“
“Oh close yer hairy spitbucket and come here, look at this.” Rhosda opened a cloth that one of the miners handed her.
“What is it mum?” Little Azenairk tried to see, standing on the tips of his toes.
“Oh by Vundrens holy helmet, where did ye’ get that then?” Kimmarik stared, his boys stood with their mouths agape, and old Pentrik just stumbled past. He took the box back from Zen, patted him on the head, and kept walking in his smiling stupor.
“The miners found it, tis gold Kimmarik, it---“ Rhosda was cut off.
“Ye’ got to give it back then, tis a lot, someone will surely be lookin’ for it and---“
Smack!
She slapped her husband out of his glare and stare, wiggling his graying beard and refocusing his blue eyes to blink.
“Tis ours fool! It was in our mines, the outer ones! The ones yer father had bought o’er thirty years past now, they be full of gold on the south walls hun.” Rhosda Thalanaxe coughed, then held the rough golden ore low. It was pure, solid, enough to make a thousand coins or more.
“Ye’ serious?”
“Aye master Thalanaxe, we gonna need more workers then.” One of the miners spoke up. “Yer family likely gonna be rich again, but we need more men to fetch all of it.”
“How many we, uhh, we talkin’?” Kimmarik was choked up, he could barely speak. “ I mean, how..uhh..how much gold be there then?”
“Gimme’ twenty to mine, five to hold guard, and about fifteen more to haul, stack, and keep diggin’ out and down. Should do it.”
“Ye’ serious?”
“Aye, he be serious then! Snap out o’ it Kimmarik.” Rhosda put her hand gently on the side of her husbands face.
“Boys, pinch me or somethin’, so I know I not be dreamin’.”
Two hard slaps into his back and a third low into his thigh did the trick, Kimmarik Thalanaxe was not dreaming.
“Then, then, we can get our old home back, up topside near the peaks? The fancy noble nice one?”
“Aye husband.” Rhosda was tearing up.
“And then, our things, our family things we been sellin’ off, we can get them back too?” Kimmarik began to choke up again.
“Aye father.” Geadrik put his hand on his fathers shoulder.
“Then, little Azenairk can go and study at the temple then? Zen, My little Agrvund?” Kimmarik looked to his youngest, then to his father who had sat down with the rusty box against a tunnel wall, talking to himself and his heirlooms.
“Aye father, he can.” Tadnek spoke up, putting his arms around his mother and father.
The bells rang three times in the halls of Boraduum, summoning the soldiers to head to the outdoors to the north. They all heard it, thirty thousand dwarves in Boraduum, the army was over five thousand strong and ready for war. The Thalanaxe family stood still, staring at one another, then the gold, and the bells rang again. No one spoke for untold moments, no one breathed much either.
“Time to go boys. Ye’ got me armor at the barracks?”
“Aye father.” Tadnek nodded.
Kimmarik hugged his wife, then his youngest, then nodded to his drunken father who was unaware of anything besides the old rusty box and its contents.
“Can ye’ keep up, old man? I thought ye’ slowed a bit last battle, maybe ye’ should let me lead the second brigade this time?” Geadrik smiled and smacked his father on the back, then rubbed Azenairks head, lastly hugging his mother before they left.
“Baah, ye’ stay close to me boys, I’ll show ye’ how tis’ done in case ye’ forgot me actions at the last two battles. Them giants and ogre fear the name Thalanaxe out there, mostly cuz’ o’ me ye’ know.” Kimmarik smiled, turned with his two oldest, and walked toward the north tunnels, ready for war once more.
“So, I’ll be takin’ care o’ everything then?! With the mines, and home, and Zen and papi!?” Rhosda yelled down the tunnel, then coughed, waiting for her husband to reply.
“Aye! Ye’ be the smart one and all! Do what needs doin’, we be back in a few days or so brown eyes, won’t be long!” Kimmarik yelled, waved and turned as he walked away, kissing his hand and waving it again.
Zen held his mothers hand, kept a close eye on his papi and his rusty box, and smiled as he watched his heroes head to the north, to a battle he was too young to fight in, but would surely dream about, every night until they returned.
 



Azenairk IV:II
Evermont, Shanador    345 A.D.                    fifty one years later
 
“Through pain and suffering, time and toil, the words of God will be sent from the holy mountain when you be most in need of them. Should you listen, be open in spirit to His will, and be pious to Vundren, He will never let his devout fail.”---excerpt prayer from the Golhiarden, read from the holy tablet of law, passages of the dwarven family, kept in Boraduum  Circa  4643 B.C.
 
Azenairk sniffled, rubbed his shaved head, then pulled his black braided beard to keep the tears back in his brown eyes. He looked down to the shield, his brother Tads and a family treasure from generations, smiled at the twin axes over the moon, and all of the scratches from battle. The crest of Thalanaxe, at least he still had that. He had never told anyone of these things, not aloud anyway, only in prayer to Vundren.
“Go on.”
Zen looked at the thick red lace in front of him, the dark wood in the closet of a prayer room, he focused back to the moment. He had forgotten it was a temple to Alden, forgotten he was in Evermont in Shanador, the memories were still fresh and vivid five decades later. He smiled at the feathered cross sewn into the lace in golden thread. He took a big breath and tried to continue.
“Well, me brothers never came home, not walkin’ anyway. That was the last time me family was together, happy, had hope. Twas about thirty giants in the Bori, with over two hundred ogre. Should have been an easy win, and it was with five thousand beards. But, me father and brothers, they led the second brigade, first ones into the ambush. Over four hundred o’ me people perished in all but three minutes I heard. Me brothers died quick they said, and me father fought with a rage that had scared even the other dwarves. King told me mum her husband killed four giants there, and eleven ogre, alone.” Zen put his head down on the wooden shelf.
“Continue.”
“Me brothers… me older brothers Tad and Gead was buried, me father went to drinkin’ in his silence and grief. He and me mum talked little after that. Then papi passed on about a year later. Me papi.” The tears creased the corners now, blurring his vision as he sat and fought them.
“I am listening.”
“Whewww. Allright. The mines did flourish, and we was rich, but it was a hollow victory there. Then me mum…me mum…she got sick in the chest. She passed on two years after me papi.” The words were hard, like iron that wanted not to rise up his throat.
“Go on my son.” The voice was low, almost if tears were choking back on the other side of the curtain as well.
“Enough with the son rubbish, I be nearly twice yer age then. I just need to be tellin’ someone, in case we don’t be comin’ back from where we be headed is all. Vundren’s mercy!”
“Well I have never done this before, not on this side anyway. Sorry, go on Azenairk.”
“Tis allright, sorry bout that then. Where was I?”
“Your mother.”
“Right. After she passed, me father left the mines to one o’ the older workers. But, they ran dry. Me father did all he could, hoarded all our things from bout seven or eight generations he had collected back, and finally he just accepted it. We was done. He found old things, banners and deeds, related to a king once we was, but in the end it mattered not. He had taken out some loans and favors to open even more mines, and they was dry too, or filled with worthless fools gold. Taxes came, debts called over the years, and then he got sick.”
“Where were you, during all of this, if you don’t mind me asking?”
“Oh, me father, the great Kimmarik he was, he wouldn’t accept it. The one thing he never missed a coin on, was me. He had me the finest mentors, the full tutelage at the temple o’ Boraduum, and he never missed a mass. Especially when it was me, his little agrvund, presiding with the bishop ye’ see. The day I was confirmed and got me hammer and moons, you’d a thought he was the king o’ the whole continent. Proudest father in Boraduum he was, even…even…until his last breaths.” The tears fell, fell harder than they had in decades. Zen thought of how he was in line to be the next bishop, the next spiritual leader of Boraduum, perhaps bringing the old titles of High Hammers and such back to his people. He looked to the rusty box in his hand, blurred and watery through his tears, and pounded his fist on the wooden door to the confession room. That box and its contents, were all he had left to remember his father and family by.
“You need a moment?”
“Naye, no. It’s just, just, I miss em all so damn much is all!” Azenairk wiped his face. “Sorry for cursin’ in yer church there Alden, Vundren has me forgiveness, just borrow some from him then.” He chuckled, mirrored in laughter from the other side.
“Why me?”
“Cuz’, ye be the closest thing to a priest I have here, and a close friend ye are James Andellis. Yer’ the best human I know, and a good man, a solid knight without fear. Ye’ overcome odds, from what I know of ye’, odds that woulda’ seen most in their graves. And, ye’ be blessed. You know it, n’ I know it. Priest or no, I needed to speak to someone o’ faith today that would keep it quiet, before we go.”
“The others, you know they love you as much as I do, they---“
“I know it, I know. But the elf, she’d likely cry more than me from hearin’ it. Saberrak, he’d want to hear the fightin’ parts in detail, and Gwenneth, well, there was no magic so she’d a fell asleep by now.” Zen stood, stretched his legs and pulled his beard. He put the box back in his leather pouch.
“I saw those books you had read, the ones in the library. This have anything to do with that?”
“Aye. Ye’ read about it too then?”
“I did. You are afraid, aren’t you Zen?”
“A bit. Said there that nine times over the last twelve hundred years did they send excursions into the  lost lands we be headin’ to. No one ever---“
“And? Stories in books frighten you, mighty Thalanaxe?”
“James, just from Shanador alone, over ten thousand men never returned from where we is going! Armies gone, hardened and reputable lords and knights never seen again, and we be just five of us! That not be countin’ any dwarves that went, nor anyone from Armondeen or other kingdoms around---”
“So? They did not have the key, the dust, and they were not us, Zen. All we have been through, survived, what we have seen, it is all for something. Even I have no doubts anymore, even me Zen. Do not lose your faith now, not now.”
“I knows it, I know. That be why I am here, a little spiritual kick in the ars as we round the last bend. Lot weighing on this ye’ know, all our deaths and all.” Zen smiled, feeling better having gotten some of his worries and guilts out.
“I have your back, so do the others. Do not doubt that, not ever. We are your family now.”
“Allright, I s’pose we should pray then and seal this up. No feathers though, no offense Alden, but no feathers.”
“Well, take a knee then.” James still whispered.
Zen took a knee. He breathed deep, clearing his mind for the will of Vundren, while a knight of Chazzrynn whispered a prayer in a church of the feathered cross, far from his home.
“Alden, lord of heaven, Vundren, lord of the mountains, I ask you give Azenairk Thalanaxe forgiveness for all that he has done, not done, and for the fear in his heart. I know there is nothing to fear, and that it is simply the guilt of not being there at his fathers end that weighs upon him. I know also that the grief, the pressure, and the history of this dwarf of Boraduum that sits before us now, and I ask your blessings upon him. He is the most pious, gifted, and daring of men that I know, and he has saved me more than once, even in my darkest hours. Lords, should you see fit in your grace and wisdom, take that fear that doubt has shadowed over he and his family, cast it away, and replace it with the strength and courage that we all know he has. Lords, bless the last Thalanaxe, shine your lights upon him, so that he may carry us home, to whatever end, in your names and grace, Amen.”
“Amen. Fine words James, fine words.”
“See, no feathers.” James laughed, then stood and pulled the curtain back. The fresh air hit him in the face, cool compared to the last three hours in the confessional with his stocky friend listening the his entire family history.
“Not a word, nothin’ to the others. That be between you and me, knight o’ Chazzrynn.” Zen reached his arms around James, giving him a big hearted squeeze.
“Not a word, you have my vow there. Now, the sun has risen and you know the elf never sleeps. Best we head back up to the rooms and eat before they realize we have been out.” James straightened his tabard and turned with Zen.
“Oh we realize already, and the elf is starving. I would have hoped this last morning meal in Evermont would not have been staring at me for the last hour while we waited for you men.” Shinayne was leaning in the doorway to the temple of Alden, orange glows of the western sunrise painting her beauty and grace in with the light.
“How long ye’ been there, elf?”
“Long enough. I would not have cried like you think, I would have controlled it for you Zen, out of respect. I lost my parents too you know, yet they are out there, somewhere.” Shinayne looked out to the sky, the open hills of Shanador, to the mountains to the east. 
“I know, I guess yer right. I just, I just..ummm….”
She walked up to Zen and put her hand on his shoulder. Her aquamarine eyes stared into his. “I know, men confess to men, women to women. I am no priestess, and Siril is far from who the two of you pray to. But, do not think for a moment that I am not there with you, all the way, like I promised.”
“Thank ye’ Shinayne. I know it, I do. Where are the others?”
“What, you think they waited to eat? No, it is always the elf that has to find, to hunt down the men, to rescue everyone, and to sneak about.” Shinayne turned to lead the men to breakfast. Her golden curls were reflecting the sun along with her radiant tan skin.
The gray stone stairs were long leading down from the high rising Temple of the Holy Offering, giving a view of all of Evermont. Tall domed buildings, bridges from stretching castles to mountain ridges and walls, and the lowland farmsteads that grew to the north farther than the eye could see. Walls and outposts carried early morning Shanadorian guards between their posts hundreds of feet over the ground. Red cliffs rose to the east and south from the perilous Misathi. Lush green hills melded into the rising sun to the west, the west that the three companions stared at as they walked back down to their common room in Evermont Castle.
The shan wearing guards in plate and chain armor bowed their helmed heads and gripped their spears to attention. Shinayne nodded, followed by Zen and James as they passed through the open door from the elevated catwalk into their guest quarters. The rooms and stay at Castle Evermont had been a week of rest and pleasure, nothing short. Peace, food, safety, and long deserved sleep had been needed and delivered by the bold knights of the kingdom of the stallion and shield. 
It was noisy inside, much more than when the highborne woman had left. In fact, the room was now full.
“Lady Shinayne, Lord Thalanaxe, Sir James of the falcon, please, your food is anxious to be devoured before our long journey.” Sir Jardayne stood and bowed, motioning them to sit in the cluttered room full of people big and small.
Zen held his breath, looking around at the fifteen Shans o’ Little Door, five knights of Evermont, barely finding Gwenneth and Saberrak in the muddle of company. 
“Our, long journey sir?” Zen faked a smile, his mind was racing.
“Well yes my stout friend, we have decided to give you and yours a royal escort. Well, royal in as much that we would dare with low king Symond in absence.” Jardayne of Highmont sat and popped a fresh strawberry into his mouth then beckoned with his hand for them to sit with the rest.
“Is that so then, truly, uhhh…may I ask---“ Zen stuttered, staring at the minotaur and the wizard, wanting answers.
“Oh come now, my bearded traveler, twill be most enjoyable. Who, other than great kings and wealthy rulers, should have the honor of we Shans o’ Little Door to play and accompany them in their travels?” Tubrey o’ Tarnobb spoke up from amidst his players small and stunted. 
“Well, and ummm…you as well…ahh that be wonderful then, I s’pose.” He sat, followed by the quiet elven noble and his knightly friend. His stare was now fierce into the tattooed eyes of Saberrak who was not looking back, just eating pork filets and fruits and ignoring most everything else. He stared at Gwenneth next, who sat beside the Bear of Evermont, Sir Codaius of Norninne. She shook her head at Zen, ever so slightly.
“So, uhhh, where ye’ thinks we be headin’ then, I was unaware that---“
“To reunite with your lost family of course, nothing more noble could I think of, you surprise me with your secrets and honor, Azenairk. I shall sing songs of your devotion from here to eastern Pellan, all across great Shanador.” Tubrey raised his glass of morning wine mixed with fresh fruit to Zen and drank.
“Oh, and ye’ think that ye be up to, such a task, truly? Perhaps I needin’ to be talkin’ with me companions for a moment, in private then.” Zen was fuming. He had told them not to say a word.
“In truth, you would only require myself to guard you on such a journey, but the others have insisted on tagging along. Ha!” Sir Codaius spoke up, elbowed Jardayne, his mass and weight nearly knocking his superior out of his chair.
“We know all about your cousins in Freemoore, Lord Thalanaxe, and we would be honored to escort you for the mere week there. I have royal business with Freemoore  in any regard, as Armondeen has been harassing the free city and their merchants. Besides, low king Symond should be passing through on his return from Acelinne. I shall be giving him escort for the remainder of his return here, to Evermont. Thus, it is a convenience for us both, thine and mine own, good dwarf. I insist.” Sir Jardayne explained, curious as to why the dwarf would not wish an escort and company for just a weeks travel north.
His breath let out like a mountain of weight had just fallen off his chest. Zen smiled, looking to Saberrak who huffed at him, then to Gwenneth who smiled back, and lastly to James and Shinayne sitting on his left. 
He whispered. “Fine, allright. But what do we do when tis time to turn west? Just leave em in the mornin’ and head out without a word? What if they try findin’ us or followin’ or, Vundren’s Blessed Breastplate, now what?”
“It will be fine. Have faith, it will work out one way or the other.” James whispered back, raising his glass of water to a toast from yet another knight of Evermont.
“How many days before we turn west, Zen?” Shinayne whispered as the conversations carried on, some music strummed into the air, and everyone ate.
“Four or so, when we see the foothills o’ the Kaki Mountains.” 
“Then, we have four days to plan it.” She whispered back, enjoying the figs and morning wine.
“How? Ye’ got any ideas, elf?”
“No.”
“James, anything?”
“Afraid not. Heading west to those lands, there is no real explanation besides suicide, or the truth. But I would thank them regardless, the Knight General has insisted and we are in his country. They have been nothing short of honorable and giving.”
“Great. If I tell em’ the truth, someone sure will hear o’ it. Keep it quiet then, I will handle it in four days, I be the one to explain it when we leave em’.” Zen stood and sighed.
“Knight General Jardayne o’ Evermont, though we not be in need o’ yer escort, it would be an honor it would, to have ye’ then. Me thanks to ye, and to you as well, little Shans.” He raised his glass of fruit and weak watery wine that humans loved, drank, and sat back down.
The knights of Evermont, the five that had remained while their low king was away at the capital, all stood, glasses in hand in early morning.
“I believe that I speak for us all, the knights of Evermont that is, when I say that you five are likely the most heroic and dedicated folk that have passed through our city since I took my knighthood. I commend you for your honor and bravery!” Young Sir Anders of Carrelyn flicked his blonde braids of hair back and looked to his four fellow guardians of the low throne.
“No finer truths have been spoken this day!” Gruff yet noble, Sir Naghen of Nestrim concurred.
“I shall drink to any words of praise for these five bearers of deed and companionship!” Handsome and clean shaven, Sir Valonne of Cailoc raised his glass with the others as his blonde locks blew around.
Sir Codaius and Knight General Jardayne each drew their blades over the breakfast table, followed by the other three, and raised them high toward the five companions they thought were heading to Freemoore under their escort.
“Yay! Yay! Yay!” The knights, their squires, and the little minstrels all stomped, clapped, and shouted.
Saberrak stood during all the cheers and walked past Zen, patting him hard on the shoulder which spilled his wine a bit into his lap. Gwenneth did the same, yet not as hard. She leaned over to Azenairk and whispered.
“Had you worried for a moment there?”
“Aye.”
“Saberrak and I handled it, just as you asked. The escort was unavoidable without drawing suspicion though. Stop doubting, my bearded friend.” Gwenne smiled as the wind took her long black hair around them both.
“Yer right, yer right. I get it, got it, sorry and all.” Zen smiled up to his arcane wielding friend.
“We leave in two hours, are you ready?”
“As ready as I will ever be I s’pose then. You?”
“You know the answer to that, Zen. We are always ready.” Her confidence shone through her sincere smile. She noticed James staring up at her, a dumbfound look upon his face. She smiled back to him and then kissed Zen on the cheek. “See you down at the north bridge.”
Azenairk turned as red as the strawberries in front of him. He looked to Shinayne who shrugged and continued to eat and drink in peace. Then to James, who was staring back at him, straightfaced and serious. 
“What was that for then?” James asked direct, very demanding in fact. He turned his head away and took his glass of water.
“Luck I s’pose, why? Ye be needin’ one? I can ask her, hey Gwenneth---“
James spit his water all over his food, choking, coughing, drawing stares from a few gathered pygmy singers and two squires. “No, no…don’t---“
“Yes Zen?” Gwenneth smiled.
“James here was wonderin’ bout’ a kiss for luck too, ye’ know.” Zen smiled, his flush face returning to normal.
“No, I was….no…not---“ His coughing took over.
“Is that so?” Gwenneth walked back and leaned toward James Andellis. She looked at his trim brown beard, short waves of hair, then his deep blue eyes that turned right into hers, not inches away. The room quieted.
He could not speak, her green eyes captivated him, her wry smile, her fair skin and dark contrasting hair on the breeze. His throat tightened, water trapped still, he held his cough lest he would likely shower her face with what remained of his refreshing drink.
“Maybe if he asked a lady himself, nicely.” Gwenne stared, his face was red, his eyes were tearing she thought. She waited.
James could not speak, his cough stifled barely. If he moved his mouth the moment would be surely destroyed. Silently, he closed his eyes and leaned in toward her. He thought of her lips, her skin, he felt it inside without question. 
Gwenneth’s lips were an inch away from his, then she looked around, everyone was staring. Her face went flush and she stood back straight. 
“I do apologize for interrupting your meal, please, continue.” She waved her hand, curtsied, and turned away despite the groans of disappointment from the little folk.
James opened his eyes and coughed into his hand. She was gone, already walking out the balcony toward the bridge. He hung his head as everyone went back to their conversations and meal.
“Nice work James, nicely done there. She done froze ye’ then, and ye’ had yer chance.” Zen chuckled and bit into the eggs and pork on his plate, cold but still delicious. 
“I was choking, not afraid. Why would you think I wanted to kiss her---“
“Ahhh, James, knight o’ the falcon o’ Chazzrynn, don’t be tryin’ to scuddle yer way past me then. Hah! Remember, son, I be twice yer’ age nearly, and me eyes be workin’ just fine at sixty three years o’ life. Vundren, bless this boy to have the courage to take the woman he---“ His humorous prayer was cut short.
“You are intolerable at the moment, my stocky priest. I think I need to get ready.” James smiled, tried to hide it with wiping his mouth, and left the table.
“Hah! What a family I have then, eh elf?”
“Indeed.” Shinayne smiled.
“Ye’ know he wanted to kiss her, right?” Zen looked to the elven beauty beside him.
“Yes, I have known for some time actually. I am over twice your age, remember? An elf does not need eyes to see such things, my bearded friend.” Shinayne patted Zen on the shoulder.
“Now yer’ just tryin’ to be all competitive.”
“No, but I knew back before Deadman’s Pass, I felt it.”
“Aye?”
“Yes.”
“Well I knew before that, in uhhh…in Bailey with the dragons.” Zen bluffed.
“No you didn’t, it wasn’t there yet.” Shinayne smiled.
“No?”
“No.”
“You elves is too connected to all that love stuff, how is a dwarf s’posed to compete with all that then?” Zen went back to his meal.
“You cannot. See you at the north bridge?” Shinayne smiled and got up to leave the table.
“Aye, need a few moments. Keep the others quiet, for me and all.”
“Of course, what is family for?”
“Vundren bless ye’ Shinayne, may he bless all of us, especially now.”
“And Siril bless you, my devout priest. See you there.” Shinayne bowed to the knights, the minstrels, and headed out the doors.
“A song before our travels, Lord Thalanaxe?” Tubrey o’ Tarnobb piped up over the ever quieting room.
“Sure little man, go ahead then. Know any dwarven songs?” Zen smiled as he ate, receiving puzzled looks from the little band gathered around the room. They all looked to each other, shrugging, trying to think of any ballads from the men of the mountains they had heard. They hung their little heads, realizing they knew none.
“Tell ya’ what then, I’ll sing one out, ye’ and yours put the music to it. Ready?”
“Yay!”
 



Kendari IV:I
Central Plains, Shanador
The sun stroked down, hour after hour, unrelenting on his black clothing, atop a stolen black steed, in layers of chain and leather armor, black as pitch. The breeze, if there was one in the barren plains of grass and brush, did not assist in the slightest. Only the strong gallop of the stallion, reaching top speed and gracing under the occasional grove of trees, gave any relief to the cursed Nadderi elf. His white pale skin burned in the harvest sun, his black swirls and hair soaked in the heat, only the young deer that ran alongside seemed content with the journey.
Kendari had passed through the Gimmori Mountains in Kivanis, taken a horse in the night from a small stables, saddle and all. He left a handful of platinum and gold in a pouch where the saddle was hung, as he was no petty thief. The deer would not leave his sight, never more than a few hundred feet ahead or behind, its small horns bounding up from the tall grasses as it ran along. The cities of Pellan and Fort Shadyre had passed by, far to his north. Yesterday, Acelinne was to his south. He kept his westward charge through the lonely plains, stopping only for water, rest, and the avoidance of sporadic packs of nomadic hunting lewirja and suspicious centaur tribes. The elven swordmaster would buy his food from traveling merchants on the central Shanador tradeways, at night, in the cover of hood and shadow only.
Passing the lonely bridge of stone and oak in early evening, Kendari of Stillwood slowed his pace. The Garalan River was rushing south toward the Misathi, tents dotted the landscape of small hills and sparse fir trees, and he felt the need to rest himself and the horse. For the deer, he could not have cared less.
“So, you are indeed reincarnated from the bowels of Seirena, we have attained that much.” He looked to the deer that waited a few feet away.
The deer nodded, growled, then looked to the river. Its brown fur and small white tail seemed to tremble when Kendari spoke to him.
“Laedury, the river elf of the Hedim Anah I killed back over three centuries ago? Is that you then?” Kendari tied the reins to a browning fir branch and walked toward the river behind his divinely insisted upon companion.
The deer shook its head and growled twice, which meant no.
“Jurloe, elven captain in Stillwood I slew back when I was yet to be cursed. I did not see him among the specters when---“ Kendari saw the small horned head shake, meaning he had guessed wrong again.
The deer drank from the riverbed, sidestepping away from the Nadderi elf if he got within ten feet or so.
“How about you? Did I kill you to eat, your parents perhaps? I hate venison actually, nevermind.”
Growling mixed with water dripping from the raised face of the deer hinted at its displeasure and understanding of every word this cursed elf spoke.
“Irramas! The priest in Shalokahn, it must be. I cut your head off right in your own temple after you paid three assasins to kill me and I brought you their ears. About a century and a half past?”
Face still in the water now, the deer shook its head and growled bubbles, twice.
“I have killed thousands, you realize. This may well take years to piece together. If your goddess is so merciful, then why can’t you speak? Stupid animal.” Kendari knelt next to the river, cupped his hands, and drank of the refreshing water.
His whole body fell into the river, drenched, knocked over by the quick rush of the deer that slammed its head into his shoulder.
Sploosh!
Kendari stood, blades out, Shiver popping and crackling as its heat turned the moisture into steam. His blessed off hand sword from Cristoff held in reverse, his stance knee deep in the Garalan was perfect. The deer stared at him, head cocked to the side, ten feet away and taunting him with just a look. They had incurred a few chases recently, and the deer had shown how much faster it was on foot than the cursed elven swordsman each time.
“You are dinner, I assure you now. I will find a taste for venison. Perhaps not tonight, but you will have to sleep eventually. I will sell your parts to merchants, I will keep a hoof as a reminder, but I will cook you over an open flame and enjoy every bite.” Kendari stewed, dripping wet, staring at the deer that rebelled against his every comment and command. He paused, hoping to feint the animal with words and stillness.
He ran, diving out of the river, onto land, and sprinting a sword pointed lunge toward the four legged animal. When he reached the spot the deer had been, it had leapt off and was now twenty feet to the west, near the horse. It growled again, staring at the frustrated elf that had been trying to kill it for nearly two weeks.
“I will find out who you were and I will kill you again! Then when she sends you once more, we will see if you have improved on your communication.  Don’t think the horse will help you either, he is smarter than you, he fears me.” Kendari stared his green eyes into the brown eyes of this irritating animal.
The deer ran off to the south, over a hill in the darkening sky. Kendari and the horse watched, then it was gone. 
“Finally, some rest.” He sheathed his swords and went for the waterskins on the horse to fill them, boots sloshing as he walked.
“Naahhahhyye!”
Kendari drew his off hand blade halfway out and stared at the black steed, eye to eye. “Don’t you start now, I have had about enough.”
“If Seirena wished revenge upon me beyond this curse, she is well on her way. This little voyage to Vin Armon had better pay off, for your sakes, or my blades will be---“
He paused, the horse looked south at the hill, they had both heard it. The sound of men shouting, laughing, yelling to one another. The sun fell fast to the east, then the deer stood atop the hill, beckoning in a silent pose for the horse and Kendari to see it.
“I am not going. I care not for any more signs, strange behaving animals, or even the climb up that hill. Tell your smaller idiot friend I am not going.” Kendari continued with the waterskins, shaking his own head now that he realized he was conversing to a horse to pass on a message to a deer. 
“Madness, madness shall be her revenge upon me, I can see it. Soaking wet, tired, and talking to horses and four legged food. That is how Seirena will see me spend the last of my days.”
He heard it again, then the clash of steel caught his elven ears, he looked to the southern hill. The deer was still standing there, looking down at him as he stood halfway to the river. He grinned, hearing what could only be a fight or duel taking place beyond the deer. He set down the waterskins and strode south.
“I am only going to watch the bloodshed, and there had better be some.” He passed the young buck as he whispered, hearing the quiet hoofsteps behind him.
Kendari crouched low, crept closer to a dusty crossroad, and gazed out at the tents. Half were up and posted well, ten more were laid out and yet to be raised. The soft white glow of the sliver of Carice was contrasted greatly by the open sky holding a glowing half green Gimmor on the cloudless evening. He watched for motion, found it beyond the southern side of the tents, and he rushed in the darkness to behind the row of wagons.
“I say, she is quick indeed! Anyone else care to try?” A man’s voice spoke up over the mumbling crowd.
Kendari watched as a man, the one that had spoken, walked close to the wagons and picked up his greatsword from the ground.
“I will see it done! Perhaps you men would be afraid to split a wandering whore, but I am not. I have no bones about taking it to her while she is bandaged and cut, live or not.” Another man, larger, a Shanadorian man for sure, drew a bastard sword and twirled it in one hand.
“I have told you, I am no whore. I am traveling west, alone. Leave me be.” A woman’s voice, calm, Kendari had heard it before.
“Lone woman on merchant roads in the night? Not a whore? Say what you would lass, say what you would. Twill be easier if you put the blade down, let us have our way with what you do, and then you get your coins.” Another man, one of dozens in the armed merchant caravan surrounding this woman, tried to ease her down before anyone got seriously injured.
Kendari strode out, deer behind him, and stood in the firelight not twenty feet behind the ring of men. He looked past them, seeing reddish blonde hair on the woman, green robes, and that beautiful serious face, he remembered now. It was the woman from the Temple of Golden Mercy in Chazzrynn, the one from the alley in Harlaheim, Angeline she had said her name was. The woman that could fly, she must be tracking me again he thought, but why, Kendari could not figure.
“Then who is next? I have disarmed three of you, the next man may not be so lucky.” Angeline stared at their eyes, taking small steps in circles, waiting and feeling with Charity drawn for who would charge her.
“I say take her in a rush. Forget the honor and swordsmanship.” Kendari walked up to them, startling five or six close by, hands on his pommels.
“Mind your business traveler, we here are just having a midjourney foray with a wandering whore, tis none of your concern.” 
“Ahh, but you see, it is. I owe this woman, from back in Harlaheim. So, my previous debt will take place over your current desires, I insist.” 
“Girl does get around then, she will likely be excellent in our tents. You, my strange marked man with a deer, may have her after we are through.”
“A trade then. This deer for the whore.” Kendari smiled, hearing the growl from behind him.
“I am not a whore!” Angeline of Charity pulled her focus from the cursed elf that was obviously still hunting her, ignoring his wink, and raised her voice over the conversation.
“Every woman has it in her though, we will be happy to show you how. Merchant road is long indeed, and we are heading east. We can drop you back in Harlaheim after a few weeks of fun, lass.”
“I am sure she would enjoy it, no doubt. But, she will be coming with me. Now, stand aside.” Kendari slid Shiver and his other longblade out slowly as his smile went serious.
“If you think that a little painted elf and his little deer frighten twenty one Shanadorians, think again. You should be a bit wiser and---“
Clang, slice, thud
The men blinked. Just as the man was stating their argument a moment earlier, he was now disarmed and decapitated by the black clad elf. Before they could react, the woman disarmed the blade from another and the deer slammed into a third merchant and knocked him to the ground.
“By the bloody wings of Alden! Horthim, he killed Horthim!” Another yelled, the merchant men drew their blades toward the elf and the woman, many on a full angry run at them in the night.
Kendari took his low stance, looked down at the severed head and smiled. “Watch and learn Horthim.”
A wave of ten large blonde men rushed Kendari, then two hit the earth as their legs lost appendage below the knees from the rolling elf and his blades. Two more dropped in painful screams as a hot longsword slashed them across their backs, then another fell as the tip off the off hand blade plunged through his chest from the side. As they turned around searching for the dark swordsman yet two more men met the ground and death as Kendari leapt off of a kneeling body and slashed Shiver though their necks in midair. Three men turned again as the cursed elf landed before them, the only three out of ten that could stand, and they stared as he twirled his blades and smiled. 
Nine men swarmed Angeline, the tenth went tumbling from the impact of the young charging deer she had sensed and sent to get help. Charity spun in wide arcs, chopping the tips of blades off as she struck. Just as they lunged for her en masse, she asked the air to help and she dove upward into the sky nearly ten feet. Most of the men crashed into one another, some fell into the chipped blades of those opposite them, and some still watched as the woman they had harassed landed softly behind them as if the very air was beneath her feet and at her command. Four men charged her, then three as the deer took out the legs of one in passing. Charity swung low, deflecting a strike in the night from a greatsword, then Angeline cut across the mans chest. Another parry from Charity, and two more, as the men pressed her with strong cuts full of anger. Her sacred blade disarmed one as she cut out with a fast slash. Her sweeping follow through sliced both thighs of the other man, who fell in screams to the ground.
Still backing up, Angeline saw the cursed elf walking toward her as he pulled one of his blades from another merchant who fell dead behind him. The deer looked around, watching the seven injured men run off down the roadway into the night. The other fourteen were not moving and would not be anytime soon. 
“You?!” Angeline of Charity kept her guard up since the approaching wicked elf still had his bloody blades in his grip.
“We have unfinished business, remember? You tracked me to here, bravo. Now, my flying woman, it is time to end it.” Kendari lunged with Shiver, deflected by her feathered hand and a half blade. He crosscut with Cristoff’s blade, parried again. He started his circling, his cuts getting faster, pushing her back toward the road, his two blades barely being met with her steel.
“You tracked me, cursed one. I seek the west, not the likes of you.” Angeline countered every attack, barely sensing with his short cuts and elven speed where he would strike or feint next. Charity throbbed in her hands that she was concerned for her wielders safety.
“Lies. Too coincidental.” Kendari pushed faster, sparks flitting off of their steel blades as he wove his attacks closer to the woman.
“I do not lie.” Angeline summoned the winds at her feet, yet softened the dry earth below her feet through Charity. This swordsmans blades were inches from her now, getting closer with every parry she tried to match.
“Then I will err on the side of caution.” Kendari saw the dust swirling, let his blades and cuts go long, and waited until she tried to fly. She did, he saw her legs tense, and he leapt up with both blades slashing in a whirl of enchanted steel that would have cut through any defense. Yet, there was no one there. Kendari’s blades caught but air, and he landed and looked.
Angeline, smiling and en guard, rose through the earth, ten feet behind the deer. She shook the dry dusty dirt from her hair and stared her blue eyes into this elf’s green wicked ones. “Over here.”
“Damn it. You fly and travel through the ground? Any other tricks?” Kendari strode toward Angeline, twirling both blades in his hands. He stepped over the dead and dying as if they did not exist. The deer, however, did not move. It growled as he approached it, and lowered its head.
“Plenty. I sent for help through the deer. Why it brought you I have not the answer for.” Angeline sidestepped, keeping her distance.
Kendari stopped. “You can communicate with this stupid thing?”
“Of course.”
“Then tell me what its name is.”
Angeline whispered to the deer as it approached her. She knelt down, it seemed to whisper back into her ear, yet no one besides the two of them would understand what was being said in such a manner. She looked to Kendari as if she were angry for a moment. The conversation continued, and then Angeline looked sad and petted the deer. After a few minutes of nodding and whispers between spirits, she stood and looked to the cursed elf.
“You are wicked indeed.”
“I already know I killed it, previously, if that is what you are getting at.”
“There is more, he has told me.”
“You won’t strike a moral chord here, Angeline, so save me the drivel and tell me the name.” 
“No.” She sheathed her sacred blade.
“No you will not tell me, or no you did not get the name.” Kendari thought of stepping up to kill her now, frustrated and tired as he was.
“I know his name. But I will not tell you, not until you complete what Seirena has offered, marked one.” Angeline had heard how this one died, and trusted this elf even less now knowing what he was and why from the deer.
“My name is Ken---“
“Kendari, Kendari of Stillwood, I know. The deer told me.”
“Then quit calling me cursed one, or marked one, or wicked painted elf. I know what I look like, idiot. I also know I am cursed, hence the moronic animal that you are talking to. It is annoying, and when I get annoyed, heads roll onto the earth. Now, tell me its name.” 
“No, you will know when you are to know, but not now. I know his mistress, and she would be most unhappy should I tell you.” Angeline smiled to the deer and knelt next to him again.
“Seirena? You know the wretched goddess?”
“I do. She gave me Charity here, my sacred blade.” Angeline lowered her posture, letting the deer lick the pommel.
“Oh by the hells. So I have a reincarnated deer with a horrid personality, a flying whore that coincedintally has a blade named chastity from the goddess she knows, and a stolen horse that is likely more intelligent than you both. I think it is time for me to wake up. This dream is getting worse every hour.” Kendari walked back down the hill, wiping his blades off on his cloak.
“My blade is named Charity, and I am no whore, Kendari. Why are you heading west, anyway?” Angeline and the deer followed, at a distance.
“Personal matters, your goddess likely wants to see me dead somewhere. I go merely to spoil her plans and spread some blood. I have met her, unlike you.” Kendari listened for any followers, hers or the merchants. There was none.
“Seirena does not kill, she is the Goddess of life and the earth and if she sent you---“
“I owed you one, for saving me in Harlaheim. I saved you from rape here this night. We are more than even if I let you live. Now take the deer, shut your mouth,  and leave my eyes. My business in the west is my own.” He sensed this woman wanted to converse, to travel with him, at least for awhile. His nerves crawled, his stomach churned, he could feel her sword even fifty feet away now. It made him sick.
“I will ask the deer, he will tell me anyway. I told you next time we met, it may well be different than you expected. I am heading west also, sent by the Goddess.” Angeline sheathed her blade, followed slowly, asking the animal that was sent to watch Kendari many a question in the night in a secret tongue through the wind.
“Good. I hope you two have many conversations together, far away from me. And it is not over yet, Angeline. If you do not tell me that name tomorrow, I will kill you.” Kendari knew he should kill her, but could not understand why he did not want to. His mind tried to rationalize why he was walking away with his swords sheathed from a woman he had fought three times and had yet to kill. He looked at the horse, pulled his blankets from behind the saddle, and laid down to sleep. He heard the sounds of the merchants that still lived, returning over the hill to fetch their tents and wagons. His ears heard the moans of those still struggling to survive their injuries. He could tell they were packing up and heading off in fear. Kendari smiled as his eyes closed.
“We will not be far, Kendari of Stillwood. I will see you in the morning then.” Angeline heard from the deer that Seirena had offered a form of redemption, a task he would never complete, the salvation of hundreds of thousands of lives for the ones he had destroyed. Still, he headed west to begin, more out of defiance to the Goddess than any real intent on achievement. Despite what he was, Angeline of Charity did not feel the need or urge to kill the cursed elf, unlike the last few times they had met. She sat with the deer, hearing more of his story, long into the warm Shanador night.
 



Exodus IV:I
Road to Freemoore, North of Evermont, Shanador
Saberrak stood at the curve in the worn dry road. He looked west, nonchalant as he could, while Sir Jardayne, Sir Codaius, their fifty cavalry, and the purple and green wagon filled with little folk all passed by. He waited for Shinayne and the others, drinking from his waterskin on a knee now, nodding to those that continued on the road that they were about to leave. He looked to the sun, clouded over thankfully in the late summer heat, then glanced west as his companions approached. 
“What is it horned one?” Shinayne waved to the caravan ahead, they had stopped now and were looking back.
“See that dark storm there, beyond those three hills and that crag?” Saberrak nodded with his horns, not wanting to point or draw curiosity.
“Yes. And I see some sand colored rock from the foothills below the storm. This is it then, those are the foothills of the Kaki Mountains out there.” Shinayne took a deep breath.
“What is it then? Ye all cannot be as tired as me, ye’ got longer legs and less armor. Come on then, pick up the pace.” Azenairk walked next to James, Gwenneth floating behind, as he wiped the sweat from his face with a cloth.
“Zen, look west.” Shinayne whispered.
He strained his eyes, his friends all around him. He saw a rolling black thundercloud far in the distance, many miles of hills and crags, no roads anywhere. Zen shook his head.
“Nothin’ there. Keep movin’.” Saberrak’s hand set on his shoulder, strong, and stopped him in place.
“Look low, should not be hard for you dwarf. Below those dark clouds that do not seem to move like the rest, between the hills. See it?” The gray gladiator kept still, sensing some of the caravan heading back this way now.
Zen looked again, squinting his eyes, then they went wide. He saw sandstone, bits of golden yellow rock here and there, signs of the fabled Kaki Mountain range. The storm seemed to try and hide it, the lightning in the distance flashed to disguise it and distract, yet he knew, they all did.
“Aye. Yer right, there it is.” Azenairk breathed out long and heavy, releasing his tension in as much as bolstering himself for the journey that looked less than hospitable.
“Shall we set camp my brave friends? Four days of travel, and you five insisting to go afoot, I can see why you would be in need of rest.” Sir Jardayne of Highmont steadied his horse then dismounted.
Sir Codaius of Norninne, the Bear of Evermont, rode up next to them, his massive horse made Saberrak look small. Braids of blonde mane and tail swished and armor clanked as he stepped down and patted his decorated steed on the nose. He planted the Shanador standard into the dry road with force, the charging stallion emblem over a silver shield in green and gold cloth fluttered in the breeze.
“You know we could have picked a spot with some shade, should the sun appear. Not that I was aware of our halt, but nonetheless, there are trees ahead about two miles, Knight General.” Codaius smacked Jardayne’s back plate with some force, startling both steed and rider.
“Zen, it is time.” James nudged his dwarven companion.
“Last meal first then?” Zen tried to procrastinate.
“We just ate, Zen.” Shinayne replied with a smile as the Shans o’ Little Door began wobbling and skipping closer a few at a time.
“Right, forgot.” Azenairk took off his shining steel helmet from the dragon Ansharr, then he took a knee and looked west again.
“Ha, nothing there to draw the curious my brave dwarf. The curselands are imposing to see though, even from this safe distance.” Sir Jardayne followed the eyes of Azenairk, sensing something was uneasy with the five companions that had been with him for the last two weeks.
“There are a lot of graves there, if anyone has been burying the last thousand years that is.” Codaius spoke up, trying to gauge why everyone was so quiet, even the little shans were silent at the moment, and they had hardly stopped singing the last four days and nights on the road.
“Two thousand years.” Zen replied, instinctual rather than intentional.
“Very well, you may be correct there, mountain priest. However, you should---“
“Our road is north, and no offense to anyone here, but staring off into the lands lost to time and decay does not rest my spirits for the next two days of travel. Shall we?” Tubrey sang it as much as spoke it, his smile ever present regardless. “Although, I may have to compose a scary ballad for that place. The realm of n’er light, or deaths without end, something to that nature anyway.”
“Yer not helpin much there, lil’ shan, save the ballad for another time then.” Zen had not let his eyes leave the distant foothills under the storm.
“Not to worry Zen Thalanaxe, our road is north, this way, to Freemoore. We are safe from anything that those---“
“Aye, yer road is north, Tubrey o’ Tarnobb, it is. But our road, me friends and I, it is to the west. Right to where ye is talkin’ bout.” Zen hung his head.
Sir Jardayne and Sir Codaius laughed, followed soon by the Shans o’ Little Door, all assuming it was a jest. The five companions however, did not laugh. They were well seasoned to the disbelief of their quest by others. 
“I am afraid we have a bit of a misunderstanding here, my brave friends. Freemoore and your dwarven cousins are to the north, this way now, daylight is wasting.” Sir Jardayne pointed north as the laughter died down.
“I know it, but I have no cousins in Freemoore. And I s’pose some apologies is in order then, as ye have been so very gracious to us and all.” Zen stood up, and looked down at Tubrey, up to Jardayne and Codaius, then to his friends right behind him.
“I do not follow. Sir Jardayne, what is this all about then?” The Bear of Evermont furrowed his brow in confusion.
“Seems our brave heroes have an alternate path, lest this joke is a bit longer than I would hope.” Jardayne looked at the five companions, stoic and serious, all of them.
“Aye. Tis no joke, Knight General. And, if I may ask your silence and secrecy on the matter?” Zen received nods from the knights and Tubrey and half the little minstrels gathered.
“You may and I shall honor it. Though here in the middle of two cities, we are far from prying…”
“That too, was intentional.” Zen hung his head.
“I see.” Jardayne looked hard to the dwarf before him. 
“Somewhere in those mountains, curselands ye call em, is a city. In that city, be a dwarven realm and mines lost long time ago they tell. Tis a bit of a long story, for the five of us here anyways, but it belongs to me family o’ Thalanaxe. Though, I am but the last o’ that line. So, we been in journey since south in Chazzrynn, to find it. Me friends here did not know it when we met, but me fathers dyin’ wish was that I take our family birthrights and bring us honor. And here we are. That be the short o’ it then.” Azenairk let out another deep sigh.
“This is no joke then?” Sir Codaius was still confused.
“Naye, no joke. If we wasn’t hunted by about every wicked agent n’ creature for it, and a relic the minotaur had, well, we woulda been upfront with ye’. Afraid that everywhere we go, we been followed, and still likely is. We decided not to stir up trouble n’ rumor in yer city, so we had to hide a few things. Me apologies on that then.” He felt awful inside, Evermont had treated them like kings, the Shans had entertained and loved them, and here he had to part ways in a fashion he would have otherwise seen done in better form.
“Do I need to relay what I know of that place, from my years in Evermont? Or do you know already what certainly awaits you there?” Jardayne was serious now, sad, a bit disappointed at the misleading of his men.
“We know, we have heard enough of it.” Saberrak huffed, gruff and determined.
“Who hunts them for this place? We could protect them surely Knight General. There is no man in Shanador that could get past me.” Codaius pounded his chest, not liking that anyone would try and hurt these brave folk he had most enjoyed the company of.
Shinayne looked to the knights and bowed her head. “We sunk an Altestani warbarge in the Harlaheim Bay, they knew what Saberrak had, likely what Azenairk has as well. That was after agents of the White Spider tried to kill us in Vallakazz, Sir Codaius.”
“The noble ship from Altestan that went missing, that was you?” Sir Jardayne had heard of it, that is why his low king was in Acelinne, the meeting of kings was to discuss the activities and sightings of several northern ships on the eastern seaboards of Agara.
“Yes it was.” James spoke to the mighty men of Evermont. “And after that, the civil war in Harlaheim, with Saint Erinsburg and Kalzarius, that started over us as well. We were the reason it finally came to a head at least. We barely escaped.”
“Devonmir and Willborne had theirs hunting us as well, we found out after slaying a few dragons in Bailey and freeing Saberrak from the arenas. There are none on the continent that believe us, more that would stop or kill us, so that is the reason for the secrecy and diversion. Even my own mother, the Lady of Lazlette, would see me return home. Please understand, we must go quietly, and alone.” Gwenneth bowed to those gathered.
Only the breeze made whisper. Ten of the little ones stood behind Tubrey, staring at a brave knight, an elven beauty, a regal lady of magic, a gray minotaur, and a black bearded dwarven priest. The knights looked over their shoulders to their cavalry and bannermen setting up tents not three hundred feet to the north. The clouds passed over, too high for rain, but thick enough to keep the day smothered in gray. Everyone here had heard the tales of those lands, knew that no one had ever returned, and in their hearts they realized that they would not see the five heroes of the Misathi Mountains ever again.
“You are going to die then, for no one has ever survived those lands. No one.” Tubrey choked out his mind into words, full of sorrow and without any melody.
“Aye, perhaps. But not without a fight, I can assure ye o’ that, little man.” Azenairk patted him on the shoulder seeing he was deeply saddened by this. His little blue eyes were open wide and tearing in the corners under his brown curls.
“Lord Thalanaxe, would I be able to discuss this with my low king, I could possibly arrange an excursion. As those lands are part of Armondeen, it will take time and several meetings, but it could be done if you would allow some patience.” Sir Jardayne did not want to see these brave comapnions die, not if he could do something about it.
“Those lands belong to him, not Armondeen. He has the deed to Kakisteele, passed down for generations. The longer we wait, the more that get involved, the further we will truly be from…from…” Shinayne stopped, she did not truly know what would happen. As much as she believed what was there, she had not thought of what they would do with a lost realm if they succeeded. “…from..being closer to…”
“…From seeing the lands there freed.” Saberrak spoke up.
“…From having another reminder of Altestan and their curses undone, for justice, against wickedness and evil.” James replied.
“…From making good on Zen’s promise to his father, and taking back what is rightfully his.” Gwenneth commented.
“Ye’ see me friends, I have companions here that can speak for me, know what we must do as much as I, and sometimes more than me. When I feel that it be futile, they be my strength and reminder of what we is doin’ and why. So, it is time for us to see it done, to whatever end.” Zen knelt by Tubrey now, eye to eye with the human pygmy with a big heart.
“I want to go with, I can fight and I am very small you see, and I won’t eat much, I---“
“It is dangerous, ye’ heard the tales o’ the dead and the demons there. Ye’ are brave little one, but just the five o’ us be goin’, I am sorry.”
“But, but..I will never see you again then. I have songs, so many ballads I was writing, and not just for Lord Agrannar either, I had..I..had one for you too, I..” Tubrey covered his eyes. He had never met much more than big Shanadorian knights and lords, perhaps a few kings, but none like these five here, and none that paid him much mind. They were the stories of legend and he had seen their bravery firsthand. They were not mythical figures long past, but here in the flesh, and he had hoped to travel with them across the realms in song and adventure.
Zen put his stocky arms around little Tubrey, everyone quiet. He let him cry, he knew what it was like to lose a hero, or to be losing one. The dwarf had lost his, all three in fact, over the years. He thought of what his father would do, if he were here.
“Allright, allright. We be seein’ each other soon, no worries now. I want ye’ to have somethin’ then, in case it be awhile longer than I hope. This was given to me, since ye’ like stories and all, by a savage lion-man, a lewirja. He helped us through the Misathi, and this stone axe o’ his killed a Mogi cannibal giant in the mountains. He gave it to me, Dalliunn Cloudwatcher was his name, and I will give it to you, Tubrey o’ Tarnobb. Just to hold, until we meet again.” Zen handed Tubrey the stone and bone handled weapon he had traded his family warhammer for, back in Marlennak. 
Saberrak walked forward. He lifted the necklace of seven dragon fangs from his neck and placed it over the head of little Tubrey. 
“These were from the giant at the crossroads, he asked for a brave death, for honor. I gave it to him, but not before he asked me to take these from his neck. They may be a bit big for your size, but not too big for your courage, little one. I think they fit you fine.” Saberrak nodded to Tubrey.
“I cannot, you saved us and I am just, just a---“
“And these, my little minstrel, are for you as well.” Shinayne put three coins, platinum, with the griffons of Kilikala stamped upon them into his little hand. “These were given to me by my adopted mother, Queen Eohrina of Kilikala. One from myself, Gwenneth, and Sir James. Whenever you think or worry for us, pull them out and rub them in your fingers, for luck.”
Tubrey looked wide eyed at the dragon fangs around his neck reaching below his waist, then to the savage stone axe in his hand, lastly at the shining coins with elven writing decorating them. He had no words, he felt guilty for a moment, having asked nothing from these five besides to travel with them to the western curselands. He knew he was not a warrior like them, he could not truly fight, and he had not thought of his band behind him when he had asked to go. He resigned with a smile, that they would part ways. He wiped his eyes and bowed low.
“Well done my brave friends, well done.” Sir Jardayne bowed as well.
“All this honor inspires me to dare gather the army of Evermont and charge in with them!” Sir Codaius of Norninne slapped Jardayne on the back, again.
“I think low king Symond would have us renounced for such an action, Sir Codaius. Just traveling to Freemoore and leaving Evermont with but three knights to guard her will likely earn me a few hours in the throneroom under scrutiny. But, I feel as you do, there is no doubt in that. None at all.”
“When we were younger, jousting in our early twentieth seasons, we would have charged in, Jardayne.” 
“Yes, before we were knighted and swore to our low king and the high king upon the Shield of Shanador. Yes we would have then, two decades past, before title and responsibility were honored upon us.” Jardayne smiled, seeing the little stunted men, women, miniature elves, bearded gnomes, and even the two goblins of the travelling minstrel band all line up to receive farewell embraces from the five companions heading west. Word had spread that they were leaving.
“Very well, your resolve and duty are paramount, as always Knight General. To Freemoore then, to king Symond?” The Bear looked up to the wandering eyes of Jardayne, glancing from here to the west, then back down.
“Yes, to Freemoore. Let us part ways and let them go.”
The knights of Evermont shook strong forearms with Azenairk, Saberrak, and Sir James. They kissed the cheeks of Gwenneth and Shinayne. Everyone smiled, bowed, and talked of seeing each other soon, wishing safe journeys each direction, and then their steps seemed to part. The cavalry stared from a distance in wonder and curiosity, the Shans o’ Little Door stood beneath Codaius and Jardayne, and they were all on the east side of the road. On the west side, just a few steps, stood the five they were wishing would not leave them. All watched as hands waved farewells, and one by one, their backs turned and their steps headed west away from them. 
“No turning back now, agreed?” James looked to Zen.
“Agreed.” He looked up to Saberrak.
“You know my answer priest. Gwenneth?” The gray minotaur huffed and flared his nostrils.
“Agreed here, just keep walking and don’t turn around.” Gwenne looked to Shinayne.
“Why?” Shinayne looked back and stopped. The little ones, the fifty cavalry, and the two knights of Evermont were all in formation on the road, swords drawn and raised toward them in silent honor. None of them moved, only the banners and flags had motion, then they saw that she had stopped and turned around. She heard it loud, they all did.
“Three cheers of honor for Lord Azenairk Thalanaxe priest of Vundren!” Sir Jardayne shouted at swordpoint.
“Yay! Yay! Yay!” All fifty soldiers, gathered little folk, and the knights yelled their praise in unison.
Zen drew and raised his blacksteel warhammer back at them from hundreds of feet away. He pounded it hard to his shield.
“Three cheers of grace for Lady Shinayne T’sarrin and Lady Gwenneth Lazlette!” Sir Codaius bellowed with his greatsword in hand.
“Yay! Yay! Yay!”
Gwenneth bowed as Shinayne drew Carice and raised it high toward the people of Evermont.
Tubrey raised the stone axe in two hands. “Three cheers for bravery and safe return for Sir James Andellis of the falcon and Lord Saberrak Agrannar!!!”
“Yay! Yay! Yay!”
Saberrak simply turned and nodded with his horns. James drew Arlinne T’vellon’s griffon hilted broadsword and saluted it to his cheek. 
“I told you not to turn around.” Gwenneth wiped her eyes and headed west, silently lifting off the ground and hovering a foot above it. She watched Shinayne and Saberrak step ahead to scout. Then James and Zen moved to protect her on each side. Everyone was quiet, listening to the cheers that still unleashed in the distance, fading more and more as their steps covered the sound.
“Men of Evermont, at ease. Carry on and make ready the travel plans to Freemoore.” Jardayne relaxed and looked to his men. The blades sheathed, the formation broke, and everyone mingled about preparing to head north.
“Codaius.” Jardayne was staring at Tubrey who was still by the road in silence.
“Yes Knight General?”
“Have the men swear silence on the matter, the little folk too. You should be imposing in size and title to see it done.” 
“I shall. And you?” 
“I think I will go and comfort the leader of the minstrels small and wondrous. Perhaps offer him some travel with us and the king?” Jardayne smiled.
“Splendid idea, honorable in fact.”
“Do you think we will see them again, Sir Bear?” 
“I hope so Knight General, for the little ones at least. They need heroes like that.”
“For now, we will have to suffice. Ready the men to Freemoore. I will be with you in a moment.” Jardayne walked up to Tubrey, knelt down, and put his hand on his shoulder. They watched without as much as a word between them, as the five brave companions disappeared over the hills to the west. Despite only the horizon now to view, Jardayne and Tubrey stood for many minutes, just watching, perhaps hoping, the five from Deadman’s Pass would change their minds and turn around. They never did.
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“The soldiers are but one day north, my queen, I have seen them with my own eyes. Three thousand of yours have answered the call.” The scout bowed nervously with one of the quiet ones staring at him from behind, he could feel it. He kept his gaze to the marble at his feet in the eleventh floor of the tower of the talon, as if life depended on his eyes fixating on but the cracks therein. Most men summoned to Castle Arnhast did the same.
“Dismissed, scout.”
“My pleasure, your majesty.” No faster steps could have been found on Armondi soil at this moment.
“Son, where oh where are our vagabonds now?” Andora was dressed in but a black silk underdress, jewels galore, and her dark worshipping cloak, nothing more. She knew her legs, chest, and curves were barely covered. She enjoyed watching men squirm in effort not to stare, even Harron.
“As I have told you mother. My spies were correct and your wretched uncle Trehad was wrong. They travel to Freemoore, in escort of two of Evermonts finest and fifty cavalry. They are not the ones he mentioned, he was mistaken.” Prince Rohne stared into the glowing pool of swirling blood that filled the viewing fountain made of burned bones and ivory.
“My queen, they are the ones, I am sure of it. Let me take the army to Freemoore. Let me arrest them on false charges, and I will bring them here, to you.” The Lord Amirak took a knee before his lover and bowed his head of dark hair at her naked feet.
“No Harron Vir Magaste, I need you to lead the forces south and prepare. The ritual of opening a sacred temple to the eleven will require practiced precision and devotion. I will need you there when he comes through to your side, to ensure our offerings are perfect.” Andora winked at her paramour and the father to the prince.
“Mother, are you certain of this? I know what I heard as well, but this could take forever if they are not heading directly into those lands. Someone needs to pay a visit to Freemoore, regardless.” Rohne sneered his handsome face over the bloody pool of mystical sight, then waved his hand over it, cancelling the hellborn magic.
“I am sure of it, the voice from the Nochtilian communion told us enough. We offered to find them and lay their blood to a new temple in honor of the underworld, so surely they are en route. Just when, is the only question.” The queen of Armondeen smiled to her dark eyed demon-hosted guards, the Nataloni Nochti. They did not smile back, but watched the doors and everyone inside, slowly without sound.
“Have you chosen who you will summon to consecrate the site?” Harron raised his head up, admiring every inch of her, from black painted toenails to rich dark painted lips and eyes. 
“No, not yet.” Andora waved her hand, summoning force into the air, and levitated an old red leather book toward her throne. All eyes were upon it, cuts and gouges, infernal sigils, red like the fires of hell itself. It was perhaps a thousand or more pages, priceless to those of dark worship, and many millennia old indeed. “We will need some girls, two should do fine. Their blood will advise us whom they wish us to summon for such a task.”
“I will send for them, on my way out.” Prince Rohne took his cloak from the hook on the wall, then his decorated scimitar, and walked toward the doors.
“And where are you going son?” Harron looked over his shoulder, assuming the prince had lost his taste for bloodshed and worship in his youth.
“I am the Prince of Armondeen, and you are not my father until king Ian is dead. The words of my mother. So, Lord Amirak, I am taking four hundred men to Freemoore, as those that may have the power to open our cursed lands to the south, are heading there. As I told you both.” Rohne did not wait for reply and slammed the doors behind him.
Andora floated from her throne and made for the door. Harron’s hand grabbed her around the waist, stopping her. Five scimitars drew, five sets of eyes glowed red in the dark floor of the tower of the talon, and five scraggly barefoot men surrounded Harron in the blink of an eye.
“Duuthstesi, noest nocht.” 
At her command the five Nataloni guards lowered their daggers and curved blades then went back into their corners and melded with the shadows, all but one that stood by the doors. Their eyes went from red, to solid white, then to shadow black. They were seconds away from killing the man that had grabbed their mistress.
“Let him go my queen. He has royal guard around him at all times. Nothing will happen to him, in Freemoore of all places. He is nearly of age, sixteen years now, he is spreading his wings is all. Let him go.” Harron kept his grip tight around his beloved.
“I will send five of my twenty two Nataloni with him, just to be sure.” Andora sighed and gave up her struggle.
“Fine, but just five. We cannot watch over him forever Andora. After Ian is dead, then you and I many years from now, he will be the king of Armondeen, hells willing.”
“Noestra uthdur nava nocht Rohne adruth arti.” Andora spoke in the tongue of the creatures of the hells and underworld and she felt five of her unholy guard leave to follow her son through the shadows. They would heed her call from any distance, for anything she wished, and protect the heir prince with their possessed lives if need be.
“I told you the things I have been seeing in my dreams, something is not right.” Andora put her hand on Harrons smooth face.
“All will be fine, my queen. We have three legions of a thousand each arriving, and even my brother is en route. With the royal guard here to protect you, and a reserve army of another thousand, and my personal legion, there is nothing to stop us. They are just dreams.”
“My dreams are never wrong.”
“Then this will be the first time that they are.”
“Whom did you send for, besides your brother Thohne, our supposed Aldane bishop?” Andora began rubbing his chest as the door opened and two young slavegirls were allowed in.
“Why you feel the need to have such a force, I still do not understand, Andora.”
“I told you already, beloved, my dreams of peasants by the thousands heading this way have been coming every night.”
“And? You have me. And me with a five legions and whatever you will be summoning for us in the south could break the will---“
“I know, Harron, but should someone hear of it, should we be exposed, we will need many blades to silence any witnesses. This is not some little murder we are planning. We shall be summoning a child of the eleven to consecrate an altar in the curselands, and sacrificing many. It needs to be quiet, protected, and without fault. Now, who else is arriving?” Her hand stroked his arms up to his neck.
“I sent for only those devoted as we. My brother Thohne of course, Sir Yaelsh of New Aloeste, and---“ Harron was feeling under the silk garments when she interrupted him.
“I hate the smiling knight, you realize this? He is unnerving to look at.” Her dark eyes stared into his with disappointment.
“I know, but should we need it, he is a butcher of men beyond compare, as are his soldiers.”
“He has a fetish for murdering elven women, just for the screams. Then he rapes them and takes their ears. Keep him away from me.”
“As you wish.”
“Who else?”
“Sir Orlimane of Vin Barivow and Lord Cetreus of Feldumesh, your cousin.” Harron resumed his groping, knowing it would all be better after some blood was on the floor for them to fornicate upon.
“The shade and the old hangman, good choices. They will keep quiet for certain.” Andora watched as the doped young slave women stared at them and the room they found themselves in. “You two, yes you, undress, now.”
“My queen, I will get the knives.” Harron, fully aroused, walked by the curtain to the altar and opened a box.
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Shinayne crept around another copse of withered banyans, trying to find a path, a road, anything that would let them travel west with more ease. There was nothing. Hills covered in trees struggling to survive, scrub that had overgrown inbetween, and a canopy of bare branches that prevented the clouded sky from assistance was her only dark trail. The highborne elf had her hands on her hilts, enchanted blades halfway out most of the time, as every step made echo from the foliage that had ceased to live underfoot. 
“Saberrak.” She whispered to her right, knowing the louder steps were his.
“Nothing here, elf. Anything south?”
“No, it is worse, even harder to pass. Try and whisper.”
“For what? I would prefer something to find us, then I could kill it and track it.” Saberrak huffed, a bit louder, on purpose.
“Just find the others then, why bother sneaking with you and your stomping and snorting.” The elven swordswoman shook her head.
“They are north, this way.”
The gray minotaur crept north, Shinayne at his side, searching for the green light of Gwenneths staff in the shadowed forest light. They saw no sign of Gwenne, the branches without leaves seemed to block every direction, yet ahead they saw Azenairk standing on a rock gazing around.
“Ye find it, a path, anything?” Zen looked ahead to James and Gwenne in the western distance, then back to them, pulling his beard in lost frustration.
“No, nothing for a day but hills, thick forest, and---“ Shinayne drew her blades at the sound of running coming their way. James emerged from around a hill under a crag of moss covered rock. She relaxed, the depravity and stillness had her on edge.
“We found something, come on, this way.” He smiled and waved them toward him, then turned and marched back west and north.
Gwenneth was looking back over her shoulder, staff of Imoch aglow from the green gem, then she pointed with her left hand. Her feet were hovering a foot above what looked like an old bridge, covered in dead vines, yet there was nothing but a ravine beneath the dilapidated stone and brown wood, the river was long gone.
“What is it Gwenne?” Shinayne stepped up to the edge of the bridge.
“There, buildings, on the other side of that valley. One with smoke rising from it.” Gwenneth put her hand out in front of the elf as she went to sneak ahead. “Wait.”
“I am sure it is fine---“ She passed by onto the bridge.
Not two steps in, the black dead vines erupted into a swarm of fast moving tangles that whipped all around Shinayne. Her arms were constricted, her legs tied by more than three, even her waist was being crushed as the vines began to pull her off the bridge to whatever was underneath.
“Hiviastre jureth!” Gwenneth focused the staff toward her friend, forcing her up against the pull of the vines. 
Saberrak dove in, swinging at the black plants and chopping them apart. Then more appeared and began to quickly wrap around the minotaur from under the bridge. James slashed his blade through the searching foliage that was reaching for Saberrak, hundreds of black writhing vines now surrounding them all.
Zen lowered his shield, seeing Shinayne struggling to cut at her captors some twenty feet in the air, and ran down the ravine. More tentacle-like vegetation slapped at him, yet he kept low behind the Thalanaxe shield and charged into the darkness under the old bridge. He peeked over his steel defense, and saw a twisting mass of black roots and a grinning maw of green fangs in the center of a trunk. Three green eyes opened in the bark and stared at him as the thing hissed in warning.
Shinayne got her left arm free with Elicras and began to slash at her restraining vines, barely able to breath in air from being squeezed. Saberrak cut away through more as his legs were now fully wrapped. James was swinging wildly now, being lifted off of the bridge into the air by a dozen or more.
Gwenne focused harder, holding her three friends in place against the pull of the vines. She was sweating, staff in hand glowing bright yellow now, matching the force of these things with arcane might and not letting them be taken to whatever was below. She backed up, as some of the vines began to slither closer to her feet, they could sense that something was interfering.
Azenairk slammed his blacksteel warhammer into an eye, hitting mostly bark, then again, dodging vines as he swung at the face in the wicked tree. He raised his shield just in time, then noticed the creature wince its green eyes as a shimmer of light reflected off his shield from Gwenneths staff above. 
“Light! Give me light, now!” Zen yelled up to Gwenneth, seeing his friends over him on the bridge fighting while being held in midair. He did not wait.
“Vundren eth edrith vun vast!” He threw his hammer hard into the creatures face and grabbed his hammer and moons symbol as he pointed to the three eyes of the demonic tree writhing in vines.
 “Tarrim tetha nuali!” Gwenneth rose up in the air, still holding James, Shinayne and Saberrak from the pull below the bridge, and illuminated through the staff the entire ravine with blinding golden light.
“Reeettthhhsss! reeeethhhhsss!” 
The vines shrunk and slithered by the hundreds, dropping their prey. The three eyes closed as the creature roared in terror from the blinding white light the dwarven priest unleashed into its face. Its appendages withered and withdrew having been burned by Gwenneth’s light above and its roots scrambled quick as it shambled south down the ravine leaving an echo of screams and hisses and a green trail of sizzling slime.
James slowly floated down to the ground from the enchantments upon his ancient shield from Ansharr. Saberrak reached with one arm and caught the side of the bridge before he fell to the bottom of the ravine. Shinayne screamed, falling nearly forty feet, just as Zen ran and held out his arms to catch her. A foot above the dwarf, she stopped and hovered. They looked to each other, then to the minotaur hanging by one arm, then to James who drifted like a feather down to the bottom.
Gwenneth held her hand out, holding Shinayne from impacting ontop of Zen, and levitated to the ravine floor.
“Next time I say wait, wait.” She smiled, then snapped her fingers and let Shinayne fall the last foot into the arms of Azenairk. She had sensed something below the bridge that was using a raw form of dark arcane to mask its presence.
“Well next time, be a bit more specific.” Shinayne dusted herself off, wiped the green blood from the vines off on her cloak, and sheathed her blades.
Saberrak dropped from his deadarm hang on the bridge and landed to his feet with a loud thud. He looked south to the trail of green, he thought of following, then thought otherwise as he and his companions saw what Gwenneth had found on the other side of the ravine.
“I smell something, a fire.” Saberrak nodded to Gwenneth and Zen, then turned to the west. “We heading that way?”
“Aye, but watch out for three eyed tree trunks then.” Zen chuckled.
“There is a sign ahead, let us see what it says.” Gwenneth hovered ahead to where there was a large post of wood and a crossboard with writing upon it. She looked at the words in old Agarian written ages ago it would seem. She read it aloud.
City of Estivar
Temple Way
Kingdom of the Crescent Moon
They all looked to each other, to the sign, then to the ruined old buildings across the bridge. Despite the dark canopy overhead that cast the ruins in shadow, they knew they were on the right trail. A small city of homes and structures without roofs nor life sat quietly in the overgrowth of dying trees. Once yellow walls, now covered in mold and vine, beckoned and warned with but a look into the dreary outer battlements of a place long abandoned.
“Cautiously this time, stick together, and stay ready.” James Andellis walked ahead, shield raised and sword drawn.
Shinayne drew her matching blades of the whitemoon, Saberrak his axes, Zen his warhammer, and Gwenneth floated behind with the staff of Imoch watching and glowing green which only added to the eeriness of Estivar.
Past a gate with an iron portcullis raised and rusting like its chains, beyond the outer sandstone walls speckled with browning molds in search of the sun, the ancient dwelling was no more inviting on the inside. The tallest building still standing was only two stories at best. The windows were bare, the doors lay face down in decay on the streets, and a single plume of smoke from a small house was all that moved anywhere in eyeshot.
Chink, chink, chink, chink!
Slam!
They all turned and jumped in surprise, as not five feet behind Gwenneth, the spiked iron portcullis that had obviously not moved in forever, fell shut.
“Did you touch it?” Shinayne whispered to Gwenneth.
She felt her heart pounding out of her robes, she glanced with the arcane sight, nothing. She closed her eyes and focused, using her magical blindsight to see if her eyes were tricking her. Nothing. Gwenne looked to Shinayne, and shook her head.
They waited a few more moments, yet nothing appeared. Saberrak huffed out his breath and turned. Everyone followed he and James further into the decrepit ruins. Hundreds of buildings lay in disarray, once temples and manors, some just homes and shops, yet the stairs and roads along Temple Way gave to nothing that would indicate anyone was still here. Only the rising smoke from the last structure on the right caught their eyes.
“The blackbirds are just staring as we pass.” James nodded to the minotaur.
“Watch the vines, keep quiet.” He huffed in return.
“No animals here, not a rat nor rabbit. I sense nothing close either, not even those birds.” Shinayne was concerned now, she could not feel the life of the birds she was looking at.
“Answers there in whoever started the fire, keep goin’ then.” The dwarf was uneasy as well, feeling like everything was closing in around him.
The building was run down and ancient like the rest, yellow stone and disrepair, yet the doors were intact and shut. The roof had branches and bundled foilages that looked recent, the windows were boarded with wood that held no moss, and the smoke rising from the chimney smelled of charcoal and dinner. A wooden sign hung from old chains above the door, a sign with barely visible carved letters in some old tongue, but in had been repainted blue not too long back by the looks of it.
“What does it say, Lazlette?” Saberrak put his back to the wall of the small building, sniffing and listening.
“I cannot read it, ancient indeed or out of use, the language is not known to me.” She stared again, trying to decipher even one letter as recognizable. She could not.
James went beside Saberrak, peering around the other corner next to the door, back to the outside wall. Shinayne crouched low, turned in careful circles, then looked up next to Gwenneth. 
“Something looks familiar, that sign, the letters, I have seen them before.” She stood below it, turned, and looked at it upside down from underneath. “Looks dwarven.”
Saberrak reached , barely touching it nearly ten feet up with the tips of his fingers, and turned the sign over as the rusty chains rattled.
"Dah Ole Brew Ha Ha Pub n’ Kitchen. Its in dwarven allright, damned fool got his sign upside down is all.” He chuckled, then his face went pale and serious.
Creak!
The faded wooden doors opened, as if the wind had taken hold from a breeze, yet there was none. They opened full, letting the smell of cooked rabbit, potatoes, carrots, and other warm pleasant odors flood the outside. James smelled wine, as did Shinayne and Gwenneth. Saberrak smelled venison and Zen smelled thick meads. Besides the smells, the dwarven priest was staring at a room full of people, human men sitting at tables, all silently staring back at him alone as the others had taken cover to the corners out of sight. There were maybe twenty, not eating, not drinking, just men in armor that made no noise, all gray and still.
“Come in travelers, and welcome to the Brew Ha Ha.” A calm voice, a mans voice, from behind the bar by the kitchen echoed in the hollow stillness.
“I think yer full then, we will just go to the next one.” Zen turned and stepped to the side with James and Saberrak as quick as he could, his heart beating fast.
“What’s in there?” James whispered to his dwarven friend.
“Dead. Ghosts be me guess, they ain’t breathin’, not moving much, and they lackin’ some color too.”
“You sure, priest?” Saberrak twirled his axes and stepped out.
“That or the food and service be somethin’ terrible, cuz’ they ain’t eatin’ or drinkin’
neither.”
“Then if they are ghosts, why would someone be cooking?” Shinayne stepped out with Saberrak.
“Don’t know, you can go ask em if ye’ like.”
Saberrak stared into the dingy room, seeing nothing but dust covered tables and chairs. They were empty, but arranged and orderly, as if the pub were still occupied. He smelled the air, the smells were gone save for burning wood from a fire. He saw a man walk out from behind the bar hidden in the shadows, a large man, larger than he was. He heard the others following in careful steps behind him.
“Sssshhhh, they have gone, for now.” The voice spoke, not the same voice that welcomed them, but this massive man holding his finger over his lips. 
“Who has gone where, and who are you?” The gray gladiator huffed.
The man stepped from the shadows, his bald head covered in tattoos and scars, he stood over nine feet tall. A dark tail of hair was tied behind his head, adorned with feathers, and his smooth face showed the wrinkles of age. He looked down at the minotaur, his hands resting on a great curved blade at his side, ready to draw any moment as he peered around the room. He had a longbow over his back, hides and furs of browns and blacks, and his tan skin seemed to absorb the darkness. None of that was as curious as the one eye of blue that opened, in the center of his face.
“I am Ihros Seeing-Owl, guardian of the Temple of the Whitemoon to the north and west of this ruin. You are in much danger here.” He looked around with his one eye, waiting for something, for it to come again. He closed his eye and listened. He could see the spirits when they appeared, a gift of his heritage.
“Danger from what? What happened to---“ Shinayne looked around, not smelling the wine nor food anymore, realizing something was not right. She looked up to the one eyed man. “Saberrak what is that?”
“I do not---“
“I am kithian, descendants of the great cyclops, you need not fear me. It is not you that I hunt, and what you saw here was not real.” Ihros Seeing-Owl opened his eye, he heard it to the north of ruined Estivar, his prey was on the run again.
Zen peered out from behind Gwenneth and James. The spirits were gone, the smells disappeared as if they never were. He whispered.“Then who is it you be hunting then, the spirits I seen in here?”
“No, the one that brought them here. The one that let them out, the creature they are bound to.” Ihros walked past the five that his birds had told him of and crouched outside the doors.
“And what would that be…?” James was following the kithian, looking for something, surveying the sky and ruins and finding nothing.
“The banshee.”
“A ghost?” James asked.
“No, a remnant of the dead that has conquered and consumed other spirits and ghosts in its ambitious and eternal unlife. The banshee form from hundreds or thousands of dead and cursed. The ones they consume sometimes appear in places to mark their passage, like just now. Ghosts of the enslaved ghosts, wanting to be seen. Then, they escape.” 
“Escape from where?”
“Their place of death, the place my blackbirds told me you are heading to. The realm beyond the storm.”
“Which way would that be then? Is there a road?” Zen looked west then up to the kithian.
He stood and pointed down a valley and toward the dark clouds. “No road, but they come from there, the cursed lands of the lost cities. You will not be able to pass the storm, and if you do, you will be most unwelcome by what lays claim to that place. Seek your treasures elsewhere if you wish to live.”
“That be my place yer’ speakin’ of there, my one eyed hunter. Whoever be there will have to be steppin’ aside.” The last Thalanaxe pulled out the box and the deed, showing it to Ihros Seeing-Owl.
“If you think what holds that place will honor a piece of parchment, then I will be seeing your spirits very soon. I must go, the banshee moves. For some reason, it does not like your presence.” Ihros ran north, following his senses of the dead, hunting for the things not allowed to leave the curselands.
“Ye can tell it the feeling be mutual then!” Zen put his things away and watched the cyclops run nearly out of sight.Zen turned to the west and walked toward the storm with his four companions. “Already seein’ three eyed trees, ghosts that cook, one eyed giants, and we ain’t even there yet.”
Ihros sensed the banshee, saw the trail of collected spirits ahead in the trees, he stopped. Something about the minotaur was strange, a feeling, a glow in his kithian sight. He turned around to the five he assumed to be nothing more than fame seekers in search of riches and death. The cyclops walked up to the gray minotaur, face to face, drawing his four allies close and making them uneasy.
“What is your name, horned one.”
“Saberrak Agrannar the gray, what of it?” He snorted up to the towering muscled hunter in front of him.
“Not even I dare pass beyond the storm, but if you are insistent upon going, I am familiar with how the place moves.” Ihros felt it, another spirit, something not of the minotaur, inside him. It was gone, elsewhere, but left something behind, he could see it.
“I am listening.” Saberrak kept one hand on his axe handle, gripping it slowly, not knowing to trust this cyclops or no.
“Storms seek the sun and brothers lost, who shall never be again. Carice soothes and floods the pain away, until dawn does shine once more. Beware the cursed that rise in fiery light, protecting the judgment of Gimmor.”
“That was rather cryptic, can ye write it down then?” Zen looked up to the stare between Saberrak and Ihros Seeing-Owl.
“I have it priest, no worries. What it means though---“ 
“It moves again, I must go. Be careful.” Ihros sensed the banshee heading north, fast now, and he knew it could not be allowed to reach a dwelling or city. He turned and ran, knowing his priorities for the Whitemoon.
“And you.” Saberrak huffed, releasing his white knuckle grip on his greataxe.
“Very well then, guess we head that way.” Zen started toward the west, in the clouded morning, his quiet friends behind him, all more puzzled than before.
“I do not like this place.” Saberrak huffed. “Let’s go.”
 



Kaya IV:I
Southern Shanador Tradeway
“Trickery is a necessary facet of success, undeniable as those who want your power or your blood, will surely come in great numbers one day, when you least expect it.”---words of Avricas Sassari, whispered into the dying ear the the eldest opposing elven councilor of Shalokahn, as he withdrew his blade.   Circa 240 A.D.
 
Kaya leaned over in the tent and gently rubbed her hand across the swollen belly of Rosana. She felt the baby move, yet the former queen of Harlaheim remained asleep. She had been sneaking out in early morning for five days in a row, escaping the tents of thousands of refugees from the east, the close watch of human and dwarven soldiers, and even the all too curious ears of Shanadorian merchants that had come to trade food and water to the caravan led by Cristoff Bradswellen the Third. Many people had been talking of her, too many.
Though no one knew her past, the name Lady Kaya had been circling among everyone. Most knew now over the last three weeks that Rosana was with child, that Shanador in the harvest month was indeed warm, and that the woman father Garret found had survived. Kaya had mingled, assisted in walking by either knights of Harlaheim or dwarven soldiers formerly of Marlennak, and noticed the people from Saint Erinsburg watching her and the growing closeness between the former queen and their lord. Rumors and whispers caught her ears often. Late night campfire talks of everything from their destination to who was in love with whom danced under the stars every evening. That was when she noticed them.
She limped out of the tent, dragging her right foot and holding her left shoulder in her morning robes of white. Her garments were wrapped tight, but still caught a bit of morning breeze. Kaya had been under Garrets care for well over a month, her bruises had healed, so had the cuts, and she felt whole and recovered. Past the dwarven guards with red beards and black plate she hobbled, receiving nods and little more in the first hours of daylight. The woman once known as Jade of the West, once the Lady of Southwind Keep in Chazzrynn, now walked over the grassy hills of western Shanador, alone. Two more hills, past a grove of rich pines, around the base of a rocky overhang, she walked slow and calm in mind of every step she took. A small pond lay ahead, nearly dried, now a mile or more away from the outskirts of the caravan. Her limping increased even more.
Time moved slow for Kaya, the moments seemed eternal as she watched the hazy western sunrise. She heard footsteps, a rush of grass, a twig snap, she had expected as much. She breathed deep, limping in small circles, watching the shadows and yet keeping her back close to the cliff face she was under. Three, then five, seven in all came from either side of her.
“May I ask why you would disturb a lady seeking solace in prayer?” Kaya looked shocked, her hand trembled a bit, her eyes went wide with innocence.
“Got a hefty price on yer head lady, that is the rumor anyway.” One of the masked men in all black pointed his small crossbow toward her chest. Three more did the same at an angled distance while three larger men with daggers and shortblades moved right to her front.
“I have no idea what you would be referring to. Price? For what? I paid the merchant caravan well in advance for my jewelry.” 
“This is not about jewelry, Jade of the West.” The man with the scar through his eyebrow and the warts on his eyelid spoke up, pointing his serrated shortblade at the woman they had tracked, trailed, and now had alone.
“I purchased jade, but it was from Caberra, to the east. The price was fair. I cannot believe you would pull blades on an injured lady over the price of such things. Truly?” her long auburn hair flicked back in defiance, her slate blue eyes looked angry and offended, her limping steps backed up toward the rock wall.
“You are lady Kaya T’Vellon, a former agent for the White Spider, and the only price we are concerned about is the one that goes with your corpse.”
“I am lady Kaya Bradswellen, second cousin by marriage to lord Cristoff, you are mistaken. Now leave me be and find someone else to harass.” Kaya waited, seeing the confused looks on a few of the men, she read their eyes, saw them darting back and forth. “And why the masks?”
“Just check her Aidrey, check for the brand.”
“Kill her, I don’t trust it. Check the brand after.”
“I say we have our way with her, kill her, let the wolves have a bit if we were wrong. If we was right, hells, we’ll be rich anyway.”
“She matches the description, it’s her, I know it.”
“She is limping all over the place, riding with nobility, sure it’s her? Don’t seem right Aidrey.”
They stopped their debates with the raised hand of the scarred one known as Aidrey. He sheathed his shortblade and walked forward, dagger in hand.
“You want to see? You want proof boys? Here, I will show ye’ then.” He backed the limping woman back against the wall, she had nowhere to go, he knew she could not run anyway. They had been watching her for over a week now. Aidrey grabbed her bedclothes, as she fell to a knee, whimpering.
“Ain’t no agent, one of the Emerald Eight would never cower and cry like that. We got the wrong woman then, maybe she is dead, like they said in Devonmir.” One of the men with the crossbows lowered his aim.
“Please, please don’t hurt me. I am nobility, I can pay, please stop!” Kaya pleaded.
“Damn it! Shut up!” Aidrey slapped her across the face, sending the crack of flesh echoing off the rock, her head turning to the side with a muffled scream.
“No one is gonna hear us out this far anyway, no matter how loud she screams. I say we---“
“Please, please, if you are going to rape me, just…just..let me know how many of you there will be…I need, I need..to prepare myself…please.” She sobbed, on her knees, noticing the aim of the other men was low and the others had relaxed their blades as well.
“There is only seven of us. Don’t worry bitch, we will make it quick.” One man chuckled, hearing possible pleasures.
“I ain’t raping no one until we see if it’s her!” Aidrey pulled her to up to her feet.
“Look at her, she don’t know anything about what we are even talkin about here, tis obvious.”
“Then hurry up! We know it ain’t her, just look and then I get her second, after Aidrey.”
“Then me!”
Aidrey smiled, smelling the fresh lilac in her hair and on her flesh. He looked into those blue eyes, at her fair skin, then yanked the robe down over her shoulders. She resisted, meekly, but he tugged again. His eyes went wide with curiosity as he saw black leather armor and chain links beneath her robe.
“Surprise.” Kaya whispered.
Her hidden shortblade slid like lightning from her robes and cut Aidrey’s throat through from ear to ear in one stroke. She plunged the tip into his chest and held him upright as she grabbed his dagger and threw it end over end into another agent who fell holding his chest. Her own dagger pulled from her thigh and spun through the air sideways and landed deep into an enemy stomach. Kaya walked forward, hand on her blade, Aidrey bleeding all over her.
Four crossbows fired amidst yelling and confusion, all four bolts landing hard into her victims’ back. They dropped their crossbows and drew small blades and scimitars as the body of their quartermaster hit the ground. Wide eyed, the four remaining White Spider agents watched the lady wanted by Johnas Valhera as she dashed ahead, rolled, and spun up to her feet with her blade too fast to see. Two more of their seven fell holding their necks from deep lacerations. She did not seem injured in the least, the limp was gone, and the two remaining bounty hunters tried to shake off their shock.
They flanked her, the former lady of the Emerald Eight, and slashed their blades simultaneously, keeping her contained. She feinted to the left, then the right, then twirled ahead and ducked their curved swords meant for her neck. Kaya lunged with incredible reach and strength, thrusting her point through the heart of the assassin on her left. As he fell she took his shortblade in her left hand.
Blades rang and echoed, the masked agent slashing with precision, timing with his steps, countering with his dagger now and keeping distance. Kaya T’Vellon pursued with amazing speed, perfectly placing her attacks from high to low, then placed her heel behind her enemy’s with a quick step. He stood tall, whipping his dagger and scimitar in a blurry of defense, then the scimitar flew out to his right, disarmed. As he backed up, a shove from the two shortblades locked on his dagger sent him over backwards onto his shoulders. The morning sun blurred his vision, as did the blood covered shortblade at his throat. Dust scattered across his eyes as the shadow of Jade of the West covered his view.
Kaya stepped on his wrist, holding the dagger harmless and placed her second blade at his groin, then her knee upon his chest. His breathing was heavy, sweat dripping from his hairline, yet the woman over him was calm as ice.
“How many in the caravan, including the merchants?”
“Just us seven, seven from Belbyre, to the east. We been following since you passed through.” 
“What is your name?” Kaya twisted the blade at his throat.
“Jinnes, Jinnes of Surrin Shallows, far to the north of Nestrim. I..I don’t want to die here.” Young Jinnes was pinned, he knew it, she had been faster, smarter, and more deadly than the rumors even.
“And nor do I, Jinnes, yet you and yours seemed to care more for coin and fame than my wants. Johnas and the White Spider never forget, especially for one such as myself. If I let you live, you will return in greater numbers. I am no fool.” 
“This is my first time, I am not branded yet. They, they told me after we found you that I would get it. Please, I am not one of them. I won’t say a word.” Jinnes gripped his dagger, flung it away with his numbing fingers as best he could, then pulled his mask down with his free hand, slowly.
Kaya looked at his rough stubble, his blue eyes that showed concern and fear, he must be but twenty or so. “Then perhaps I should let you live.”
“I would appreciate that, lady Kaya.” He tried to sit up, she relaxed a bit and let him get halfway.
“Tis too hot today to kill anymore.” The former assassin for the White Spider lowered her blade.
“That is for certain, warmer where I am from, I tell you that it is like the flames of hell at high noon beneath the Surrinan Mountains.” Jinnes got to his feet, dusted himself off, hands still shaking and his legs felt numb.
“Hotter than a brand on the back?”
“No, not that hot, that was---“
Her blade dove up into his ribs, into his chest, and as he fell to his knees she slashed him across the throat and kicked him forward. Blood rushed out his side, down his front, soaking quickly into warm black cloth and dry earth the same. Kaya waited until the twitching and gurgling ceased, then pulled his tight fitting leather jerkin off and cut where she needed to. As she suspected, a spider brand on the shoulder, few years old and healed up rather well.
“Never lie to a liar, Jinnes. Had you been honest, you may have been given mercy. I am sorry.” 
Kaya stood over the pool of blood drying at her feet, then looked to the two agents still groaning and bleeding out by the cliff, the other five were very still and very dead. If they lived, more would come, a risk Kaya was not willing to take. She walked toward them, slowly, to finish this mornings’ deeds.
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“And how many more wars will the great Alexei T’Vellon win against the ogre? Five, ten, maybe twenty even? Surely, you have nearly surpassed your late father in what you have accomplished in Southwind. The men and women that raise blades here are worth five of any other in Chazzrynn. But, it will all come to an end, Lord Alexei, it will. All it takes is one defeat.” 
The Lord of Southwind sat still, quiet, staring at the stone bust of his sister Kaya. He wished she were here, despite all that had happened, for she was the voice of reason and saw through the lines and lies of others so much better than he. When he felt to rage, she would lay calm words. When he delayed, she pushed him to act and used their late father Arlinne’s honor as the prod. When treachery came to Southwind Keep, she seemed to smell it and have the advantage before Alexei was even aware. He stared up at the blonde messenger boy arrived from Valhirst and the scarred dark Caberran woman that stood on the balcony. He glanced up to the white vulture that was still as stone upon the mantle.
“And if I refuse?”
“King Johnas Valhera will spare you no quarter---“
“He is but the Prince of Valhirst, despite his declarations of war against the crown, mind your words boy. He is no king.” Alexei gritted his teeth as he spoke.
“Regardless, it is inevitable. Mikhail will attack Valhirst. He is not going to let his only son die. If you refuse, you have two choices Lord T’Vellon.” Vanessa Blackflame spoke from the comfort of the balcony.
“And they are?”
“Stay here and prepare for the armies of King Avegarne and Queen Mun Parr, trolls and ogre allied now, by the thousands, led by me. You will not survive and Southwind Keep will be ashes when I am finished.” Sapphire of the East spoke in perfect calm.
“The other?”
“Rush to the aid of your precious King Mikhail to the east, as you have been summoned. If you manage a retreat and make it back to here, you will find the ashes I previously spoke of. Johnas has over seven thousand strong. The king, even with you, could not take victory from the prince in his own city. You will charge into a graveyard and nothing more. Either way, Southwind Keep will burn, unless you should side with your future king, as your sister once did.” Vanessa smiled, not even bothering to make eye contact. Her spell was ready to transport her via arcane energies miles to the west in safety should this lord dare make a move for her. Eliah Shendrynn, insane as he now was, had been teaching her much as of late.
“Many lords have answered my kings’ calling, most have left and are planning the assault on Valhirst. Over four thousand soldiers strong, according to my reports. My cavalry can be there in three days or less this time of year, and back just as fast. I have but eight hundred, but as you said, my men are worth five of any other.” Alexei stood, hand on his broadsword, and paced his study.
“Five or six days? When you leave here, your city will not last five or six hours against my forces. You know it as well as I, Lord T’Vellon.” Vanessa sneered.
“What is your decision, Lord T’vellon? Prince Johnas Valhera is expecting an answer and for you to meet him in Valhirst after the battle. Should you take action against King Mikhail en route, perhaps ride your men into flanking positions behind him, the rewards of the soon to be king will be generous indeed. I am prepared to offer much.” The boy propped his boots onto Alexei’s desk where they were quickly shoved off with a strong hand and a dire stare.
“If you obey Johnas, your city is safe from me and mine. I will find other things to occupy the ogre and trolls. You have my word.” Vanessa waited.
“What rewards?” Alexei paced more, furrowing his brow, glancing at the motionless white vulture from time to time.
“Lordship with hereditary titles to Elcram, Southwind, Hurne, Roricdale, Silverbridge, and Kalik. You will be Jade of the West, Lord Knight of Chazzrynn. Do you accept this offer?” The agent of the White Spider laid the parchment out, placed a quill on the table next to a vial of ink, and rested back in the chair.
“More.”
“Two chests of fine platinum from Harlaheim.”
“More.”
“Five chests, and a Shanadorian war stallion, never been riden.”
Alexei stared at the parchment, reading every word, rubbing his hands and face over and over. He began to sweat, glancing up to the woman and the messenger both several times. He put his head on the table, ran his fingers through his hair, then bit his lip, hard. Tears welled yet he fought them off. 
“Damn you, damn you both to hell.” Alexei picked up the quill and signed the document pledging his loyalty to King Johnas Valhera of Chazzrynn. Then he looked down further and signed again, under the request for military aid against Mikhail Salganat. He threw the paper at the messenger and sat back in his ornate leather chair as the parchment flapped to the floor.
“It is a new age for Chazzrynn, and Johnas Valhera appreciates your support. He will expect you in three days with your full force at---“
“I know where to take my men! Perhaps betrayal is easier for the two of you, but I do not need a lecture from a messenger, now get out before I change my mind and hang you from my walls! Now!” His fist pounded the table and shook everything off of it and onto the floor.
“I would say you just made the decision of a lifetime, in fact several lifetimes, Lord Alexei. Or should I say, Jade of the West.” Vanessa smiled and picked up the parchment, then shoved it to the messengers chest. 
“Was that my sisters title? Before you had her killed outside of Devonmir?” Alexei stared at Vanessa. “You think I have not heard?”
“We did not kill her, she committed suicide.”
“So you say and I could not care less, but was that her title?” Alexei gritted his teeth loudly this time, flexing his jaw muscles in anger.
“Yes, it was. So a word to the wise, do not bite the hand that feeds.”
“I will remember, do not worry Miss Blackflame. Guard!”
The door opened and a knight of Southwind, white tabard with the red feathered cross of Alden, knelt with his hand on his blade. His shield with the black falcon shone bright as it caught the glare from the window.
“Yes m’lord?”
“Show these two out of Southwind.”
“As you wish m’lord. This way.” He walked with the black robed eastern woman with the burns and the dark clad messenger boy from Valhirst. Most of the knights had been talking of why Alexei had not left for the east, to help the king, and the presence of these two strangers only helped rumor spread. Down the stairs past the battlements, under the flags bearing the black falcon, the knight of Southwind led the messenger to his horse in the courtyard, the woman with him. He looked up to the balcony of his lord, waiting for an order to arrest them or perhaps detain them. There was none. Before he could turn to bow, the woman in black vanished with a small stroke of smoke and a crackle of arcane energy. The rider mounted his steed and was allowed out the eastern gates. The knight hung his head and returned to his post.
Alexei stared at the vulture on his mantle. Its eyes suddenly came alive and glowed an eerie orange. Its head turned toward the lord of Southwind Keep.
“I would say that was rather believable, Lord T’vellon. I would have thought for sure you had just turned traitor.” Hithins shook his feathers after such a long time frozen in place and hidden deep with arcane magicks from his mistress.
“As far as Johnas is concerened, I have. You are certain of this, that the academy will arrive undetected and be able to defend Southwind?” Alexei paced.
“Aelaine sent me to Vallakazz to arrange it all. Professor Middir is en route with the other professors, the ninth years, and the eighth year students. That would be just over forty from Lazlette Academy, m’lord.” Hithins craned his neck in confidence.
“Forty wizards against thousands of hardened troll and ogre brigades does not sound too reassuring, vulture.”
“They have not a chance, not to worry. The trolls and ogre I mean, you underestimate the Lazlette Semanarium Arcanum m’lord. No finer college or arcane faculty---“
“I need to know that my city and my keep, this flag and what it stands for, are safe in your hands.” Alexei pointed toward the flag of Chazzrynn in the corner of the room.
“They are Lord T’vellon. I promise upon my last tailfeathers.”
“Very well. I am leaving fifty knights, same in archers, and the city militia of Elcram to you and yours. The rest are awaiting my orders in Silverbridge, anxiously I might add. They are all wondering by now why I posted them there.” Alexei walked out of his study and made down the spiraling stairs.
“They expect you to charge in, save the king and country, as your father would. This deception will give you an advantage and also our king an unexpected ally on the field, if you arrive in time. Despite what you may think, my mistress admires that in you, the bravery you have inside.” Hithins landed on Alexei’s shoulder and kept talking in his refined manner.
“Aelaine Lazlette curses the ground I walk upon.”
“That is not so, she simply is reminded of her lost husband by you, it is a wound she never healed from. And, from what I recall, you carry a striking resemblance.”
“Nor have I healed, Hithins. Arlinne T’vellon was my father as much as her once husband. And now I have lost my twin sister as well. Besides loyalty, there is not much left for me.”
“Then hold onto that as you would your sword. Know no fear, and save our kingdom and king once more, Lord T’Vellon. I shall see you upon your return.” Hithins flapped his wings as Alexei mounted his steed.
“I shall, and give my deepest gratitude to those of Vallakazz when they arrive. Long live Chazzrynn and Southwind.” Alexei drew his blade and saluted the vulture that was now in charge of his lands and people, at least until Middir and the students came.
“Long live King Mikhail and house Salganat.” Hithins bowed.
Alexei paused, besides leaving a bonded vulture of Aelaine Lazlette in charge of Southwind, he was concerned about the plan, the messages arriving in time, and the secrecy of it all.
“Hithins, you are sure that the king will know, that Aelaine will inform him in time, of our charge? That their middle should part enough for a line of twenty horse and the same on the three other fronts and---“
“M’lord, my mind is like a steel trap. Your words will be carried to her, then from her to the king, without error.” The vulture flapped his wings to stop the doubting queries.
“And you are sure that one of mine, Liogan Andellis and that elf, Lavress Tilaniun, are going to rescue the prince? Just the two of them?”
“That is what I was told, but Liogan is no longer one of yours. He was knighted by Mikhail for saving his life. Lord Alexei, you must not delay.” 
“Alden guard over you Hithins, do not fail me.” Alexei sighed, feeling to much was left to chance and out of his control, there were too many enemies and too many fronts to fight. He kicked his steed and charged out the north gate. His mind raced from ogre and his late father, to his late sister and Johnas Valhera, then to his king and the battle ahead. Leaving his home behind, the lord of Southwind charged toward Silverbridge and his awaiting knights.
“God speed you safe lord T’Vellon, and do not fail Chazzrynn.” Hithins whispered it quietly.
A knight of Southwind, young and fresh, walked down into the courtyard with a rolled parchment in his hand. It was small, had a few simple orders upon it as normal, and was in his lords handwriting with his seal. Yet as simple and normal as it appeared, the knight was perplexed. He walked up to the railing, looked at the white vulture, then to the writ, and then back to the vulture. 
“What? You have never served a beautiful white feathered scavenger bird before? Rabbits, I like striped rabbits for dinner but please leave them uncooked. Do inform me when the reinforcements arrive from Vallakazz, other than that, prepare the defenses as you would if the west were about to explode with ogre and troll numbers unheard of.” Hithins flared his eyes orange and nodded to the young knight. 
“What in Aldens name is…who are…is this…?”
“Hithins, I suppose Lord Hithins for now will do. And yes, we will need lots of prayer, and yes, this is for real my young knight. Your name?”
“Perrius, Perrius Alvander. I..I..well..” Perrius squinted, looked at the writ again and furrowed his brow. His lord must have gone insane, but it said this vulture was in command.
“Sir Perrius, I need to know every inch and every weakness of your keep. You shall have the honor of being my squire, for now, so work on your stuttering issue.” Hithins flapped and landed upon the left shoulder of the young orphan knight of house Alvander.
“Yes bird, uhh, I mean, yes talking vulture…this is…” Perrius stared at the orange eyes, entranced, confused, and in shock.
Fwap!
The wing smacked him in the face.
“Snap out of it son, we have not much time!”
“Yes, yes Lord Hithins, right away!”
“Better.”
LCMVXILCMVXILCMVXILCMVXIL
Garret held the cloth to Rosana’s forehead, recited the prayers quietly, and placed his other hand on her swollen womb. He saw the blood in the bedsheets, small spot as it was, yet undeniable that the baby had turned. 
“God this hurts, make it stop!” The former queen of Harlaheim squirmed and tugged her shoulder length curls that used to drape to her knees. She bit her hand, then realized she was holding father Garrets hand, and had left teeth marks by his thumb.
“Biting me will likely do little. Your baby has turned Rosana, two months earlier than he should, his head faces down now.” He rubbed his hand and smiled.
“I am so sorry, so sorry, ahhhh, it hurts!”
“Do not apologize, no man can know the pain you are in now. Here, drink this, and lay on your side slowly. Keep breathing, deep and slow. Good.” Garret rubbed his brow then gave the herbal concoction of roots and stems steeped in hot water and honey to Rosana.
She drank it, winced, then drank the rest down despite the bittersweet taste. “What does that mean, the baby has turned, what do I do? And how do you know it is a boy?”
Garret wiped her brow again, wringing the cloth out with fresh cool water, then replacing it on her flush cheek. “It means that your child is preparing to arrive. You have another two months before that is supposed to occur. There is nothing you can do, it is Aldens will. I feel Gods will often, he told me you would have a son, just not this soon.”
“I am not ready, it is too early, I have not a name nor a home, I am on the road, in a carriage in this damnable heat, oh father, help me---“
“I will be here, calm yourself Rosana. I have delivered children many times. The most important thing is to remain calm,  keep eating, and to take in water, do not lose your strength. We will get through this fine, Alden watches over us.” Garret handed her some water and rubbed the cloth across her neck and face some more to soak up the sweat. He was nervous, concerned, but he tried not to let it show.
Sir Leonard and Sir Karai took a fast knee and bowed as they entered the tent, two dwarves with clanking platemail and braided red beards followed them in. The knights were clean shaven from chin to head, armbands of the feathered cross over black battle tunics of leather, still with the crown and rose of Harlaheim. The two dwarves, Drodunn Anduvann and Brunnwik the High Hammer, nodded to father Garret, heads also shaved, hammer and moons symbols of Vundren polished and in their hands as they stood next to Rosana.
“How is she father?” Sir Leonard whispered to the esteemed young priest and scholar of the Aldane.
“The baby has turned, it will be early. We need to find a place, a city, somewhere in which she can remain still for a time to deliver. Travel in this heat is not advisable in her condition.” Garret whispered back to Leonard as the stocky dwarven priests looked up to him and then to Rosana.
“Freemoore be three days, Evermont the same. Not sure if your lord will wantin’ to be stoppin’ anywhere for long though.” Brunnwik whispered as well, smiling to Rosana, then took a deep breath in the warm tent.
“Where is Cristoff? Where is Kaya? Ahhh…the pain….oooohhh, ahhh!” Rosana squirmed again, shooting a pleading glance to Garret and the knights.
“My queen, Lord Bradswellen is with Marshall Tannek and Dalliunn, the lewirja. They are scouting ahead with a small platoon of men. Lady Kaya I have not seen this morn.” Sir Karai bowed.
“She could not o’ gone far though, she be the one all beat up bad, right?” Drodunn came closer to Rosana, grabbed the cloth, and took over the comforting duties.
“Aye, heard she fell from a cliff or somethin’ she did. She likely won’t be regular again after that, I see her limpin’ abouts all over.” Brunnwik piped in, now next to the pregnant noblewoman as well, it was their turn to care for Rosana and give father Garret some rest.
“I have been praying for her recovery and using Aldens grace of healing for three weeks now, there are no visible injuries left. Yet she seems to still have pain and lack of motion---“
The knights, the dwarves, even Rosana in pain as she was, turned to look as Kaya walked in the tent through the back flaps. She had a shortblade on her hip, tight black leather fitted with chain links, a dagger on her other side, and was barefoot. She looked up in early morning, expecting to see Rosana sleeping or under Garrrets care, who would then be occupied. Her slate blue eyes stared back at Karai, Leonard, Drodunn, Brunnwik, Garret, and Rosana. 
“Seems she don’t need more healing then.” Drodunn raised his eyebrows.
“I would say no, it seems Lady Kaya moves just fine.” Leonard nodded to the woman who had but rested and limped the last three weeks since he had found her near dead below the cliffs.
“Why are you armed, miss Kaya, if I may ask?” Sir Karai placed his hand slowly onto the hilt of his rapier, he noticed Leonard doing the same. Something was not right, he felt it.
“Kaya?” Rosana, turning in slow difficult motions, positioned herself more comfortable and faced her recent companion in agony, who now stood fine it seemed.
Her hand slid down slow to the shortblade at her side, instinct and reflex without thought, then she unbuckled the belt holding the sheath and set it on her bed in the tent.
“I have always carried a blade, my upbringing in Chazzrynn was a bit different than yours, Rosana. I told you this.” 
“But you were limping just last night, I saw you, why---“
“I am sorry, but it seems I had a bit of a following. I needed to know who they were and how many.” Kaya looked to the men, seeing their hands still resting on their hilts, then to Rosana.
“Mind explaining that in detail, miss Kaya?” Sir Karai stared at her, he smelled treachery, he saw deceipt.
“I do.”
“I must insist.”
“I shall decline.”
His rapier drew from its scabbard and he pointed it just as Kayas dagger went under his chin after two quick steps.
“Assassin then, I suspected, you having been found outside Devonmir and---“
She twisted the dagger to shut him up. She noticed the pull of a warhammer and an axe from the dwarves, another rapier across her neck from Sir Leonard, and father Garret held up his hands and Rosanas eyes went wide.
“If I were an assassin, and any of you were my marks, I would have finished the job and left long ago. You are mistaken, knight of Harlaheim. I am here for the same reason you are.”
“And that is what? Is your target Cristoff, lady Kaya?” Sir Karai spoke regardless of the blade at this throat.
“To have a new beginning and a new life.” Kaya glared into his eyes, letting him know she was serious and none intimidated despite position and numbers.
“This woman was found nearly dead, my brave knights, have faith we saved her for a reason.” Garret put his hand on Karai’s blade and gently eased it down.
“Still, she should start speakin’ some truth here. Need to know her intentions.” Drodunn tapped his axe and waited patiently. The glare from father Garret got the dwarven priest to set his axe down behind him.
“I feel the heat and travel is wearing on everyone here, please, keep calm.” Garret pleaded with present company.
Kaya lowered her dagger just a bit, then saw the sudden tensing of muscles and glares from the men around her. She put the blade back up to the knights throat.
“Not in my tent! Blades and such away, now! No one is on trial here, Cristoff is not present, so you will listen to me. Sit down, now.” Rosana yelled it, releasing a bit of her pain with the demands, and glared into the eyes of everyone present until they did as she ordered. Quietly, slowly, they all rested back and put their blades away, even Kaya T’Vellon.
“Now, Kaya, please explain what is going on here?” Rosana pleaded in eyes but not in voice.
“The heroic companions you are following west, I know who is, or was, trying to attain them.” She lowered her eyes from the stare of Karai.
“Are you one of them?” Karai did not wait a moment to retort.
“I was. I left that life and helped Saberrak escape from Devonmir, he was imprisoned in the arenas after slavers caught him outside of Bailey.”
“And now?” Garret asked softly.
“They will not cease their search, the White Spider that is, for they know of the riches that are supposedly where they are heading. And, they want me dead.”
“Where we are heading as well.” Leonard added.
“Is that who threw you from the cliff with the others? This white spider guild of assassins?” Karai needed to know, he had been worried that someone from Harlaheim would seek Cristoff out for abandoning Saint Erinsburg. Richmond would likely send swords in the night.
“No, they had me cornered, and I jumped.” Kaya heard the gasps of shock and disbelief, yet kept her focus to the ground.
“And now they be followin’ ye’ to finish the job, eh?” Drodunn furrowed his brow and shook his head.
“How many more will come? Will we be fighting off blades in our sleep for having you with us?”
“No, Sir Leonard. I will make sure that does not happen.”
“How? Until this morning, you seemed barely able to walk.”
“My injuries have been healed for over a week now. I know them, how they move, what to look for. I will spend every day and night making sure they do not follow, whatever it takes. But I want the same as you, to put my old life behind me and to have something better. Something worth serving and believing in, and I found it, just as Cristoff did. I was following the same people you are, for the same reasons.” Kaya felt the guilt of her life out in the open, she felt vulnerable, but she fought the tears that wanted to surface.
“The brand of a spider on your shoulder, I saw it after Leonard found you. Do they all have this mark?” Garret looked to Kaya who was obviously struggling inside.
“Yes.”
“Is there anyone in the caravan that you suspect?” Rosana was worried now, her hand on her womb.
“Not anymore.”
“How many were there?”
“Seven. They wanted me, no one else. They are two miles north, near a bluff by a small pond.” Kaya lowered her head now.
“I will speak to them then, and order them to leave. You are under our protection, with us, and they had best understand.” Rosana nodded to Sir Karai who stood to do as the queen asked.
“They will not have much to say, Rosana.”
“You killed seven men? Alone?”
“Yes. They followed me, intent on raping me and killing me, then collecting the bounty on my head. Most, I would assume, think I am dead and it is best it remains that way. I had no choice.”
“You always have a choice, lady Kaya.” Brunnwik spoke up, having stayed quiet the whole time.
“And what would that have been, priest? Run, give up, let them kill me?” She wiped her eyes finally, feeling that her past would never leave her, trust would be hard earned for who she had been for so long.
Brunnwik stood, strapped his hammer across his back, and walked up to the southern woman. He put his hand on her shoulder, then put his finger under her chin and lifted gently. He looked down into her blue eyes with his squinting browns.
“Next time anyone threatens ye’, come and get me. We all be startin’ over here, Vundren’s blessing we survive it. But, ye’ ain’t alone no more lass. Next time, get me and mine and we will surely help ye’ split some skulls.” Brunnwik nodded until Kaya nodded back.
“Aye, no dwarf fears a spider o’ any color. Ye’ can count on me lady, any man wants to hurt a hair on yer head, just let me know.” Drodunn smacked his breastplate hard and nodded. “And me brother, Tannek.”
“Same here lady Kaya. No more secrets. My blade is at your calling should you be in need, if I may ask the same of you.” Leonard bowed his head.
“Agreed.” Kaya stood and took a deep breath.
Garret looked to Sir Karai. “I believe her. What say you, Sir Karai?”
“I have dealt with treachery and betrayals my entire knighthood in Harlaheim. I have rarely seen anyone turn from that path into anything worthy. Yet, my faith as a knight of the Order of Saint Tarumin will not allow me to believe in your survival as anything short of miraculous. So, you have my faith. But as my brother of the order stated, no more secrets. Our blades and words are one now, to wherever we are heading, and for whatever purpose.” Karai bowed his head to Kaya, receiving the same in return.
“Very well. You see men, a bit of communication often takes care of everything. Now, I must eat and rest under the care of Vundren’s chosen while Alden’s takes rest. Kaya, stay with me, if you would.” Rosana smiled as she dismissed the gathering from her tent.
The men left the tent of the former queen, curious and with many questions, but knowing that they would have to wait for another time. 
“I assume you have things to ask me then?”
“Yes.” Rosana grinned.
“Where would you like me to begin?”
“Names first, I suppose.”
“Of who I have killed, who I worked for, or who---“
“Names for the baby boy that is coming soon, Kaya. You are the only other woman I know out here, I cannot do this alone.”
“I am not the sort, the type of woman, the---“
“If something were to happen to me, I will need you to protect my son. It is not a request.”
“Why me?”
“What better woman here would you suggest should Harlaheim, Caberra, or anyone else come seeking me and mine?” Rosana squirmed, the child was moving, she felt warm blood trickle into the sheets again. “You are not the only one being hunted on this journey, sister.”
Kaya T’vellon sighed, looking at the swollen Caberran woman on the white sheets, then resigned to her wishes with a smile. “Let us talk of names then, sister.”
“A strong name, as I can feel he is mighty in his efforts to see the world.” She laughed, despite the pain, and held her hand out to Kaya.
The once lady assassin held her hand. “Tell me of his father then, perhaps I can help if I knew more about him.”
“His father is dead, murdered by King Richmond the Second of Harlaheim and his pet seneschal, Florin.” Her face went serious with memories she cared not to discuss in detail.
“I am sorry, justice will be done eventually, I am certain. But try and tell me about him, before all of that. Why did you love him, what was his name, anything, everything.” Kaya knew of Florin, the Domenarch of Harlaheim for Johnas Valhera, yet kept that to herself. Without it being spoken, she could tell Rosana was fearful and alone.
“Oh, Savanno Lisario, where shall I begin then. We met at a tourney in Caberra, I was perhaps fifteen then. Being the only princess of Caberra, I was much sought after.” Rosana squirmed, finding a comfortable position with this baby boy seemed impossible. She closed her eyes and thought back nearly two decades, remembering it all. Cristoff, Sulian, Savanno, Sir Rodreigo Dell Amarr, the knights that had challenged one another for her hand, and the man that had won it in secret. She held Kayas hand in hers, caressed her swollen belly , and smiled.
“He was so honorable and strong at a young age, full of life and passion. His family was noble, but it was his eyes…”
 



Exodus IV:II
Temple Way, Kaki Mountains
Winds that never ceased nor slowed battered them more and more as they headed west. The horizon grew darker by the hour, even during the day, and no sun nor either moon could be seen as more than a lighter spot in the rumbling gray that was the sky. The sandstone ridge had what turned out to be an old road from ruined Estivar to somewhere west, was marked in several places by leaning ancient signs as Temple Way.
At night the winds had been but a peaceful breeze accompanied by constant light rain. Howls from creatures unseen, whispers that carried on farther than they should, and flashes of lightning without sound to follow corrupted their attempts to sleep. Unease set in, the five being relegated to a cavern in the Kaki Mountains for shelter brought back not too distant memories of the perilous Misathi. Despite an ease of travel without the bellowing gales, nearly no one wished to travel under the cloak of darkness in this haunted place.
Shinayne looked to the snoring minotaur, James asleep beside him, and then to Gwenneth who was reading by arcane light in the cavern. Her meditation was impossible here, she felt many things, and none of them calm or soothing in the least. The highborne elf could not sense Lavress, in fact she had difficulty sensing anything beyond a few dozen feet in the last three days. Her senses did reveal that Azenairk was not sleeping at all, his mind was racing with curiosity and anxiety.
“What is it Zen?” Shinayne sat next to him, nearly startling him upright. She looked down to the iron box in his hands.
“Need to keep movin’ I think, wastin’ time tryin’ to sleep and all. I feel it, them voices tryin’ to talk to me or somethin’.” The dwarven priest sat up, placed the box into his pack, and rubbed his shaved head.
“Not much to do until morning my friend. Just a few more hours and we can rouse the others.”
“I can’t take it, all those noises are makin’ me mad in the head. I need to see what’s out there Shinayne.”
“Just be patient, breath deep. Going out in the night is not wise.”
“Sure about that? I mean if yer frightened and all, tis allright I s’pose.” Zen smiled.
Shinayne raised her eyebrows at him, not entirely certain of his meaning. “Are you suggesting we scout ahead, in the dark? What about the others? They are sleeping.”
“Gwenneth can look after em’ better than we, she be up already anyhow. Come on elf, I need to see a bit closer is all. Just a few miles or so, then we come straight back. I won’t wear me armor, quiet, like you.”
“This is a bad idea.”
“Aye, thought ye’ be a bit scared. It is black as tar out there, all them noises---
“I am not afraid, dwarf. Just cautious.”
“Gwenneth, Shinayne and I be scoutin’ the area for a time, a cautionary bit o’ surveyin’ then. Keep an eye, magic or otherwise, on everyone.” Zen saw the raised hand from within green arcane light, letting him know she had heard him. Her face never lifted from the almost finished book from the dragon Ansharr, but her eyes glanced up once.
“You stocky sneak, I did not agree to this at all, and---“
“Well, I be goin’ alone then, could use another set o’ ears and eyes, not to mention them swords.” He got to his feet, grabbed his blacksteel warhammer and shield, then his pack, and lastly put on his helm. His steps headed west, he looked back, and the elf was following without as much as a sound.
“Ahh, that’s me girl. Never sayin’ no, I like that about ye’, aye I do.”
“I am simply going to make sure you stay alive, this is still a poor idea.” Shinayne crept, step by step, alongside Zen as they headed down the ridge and made for lower ground.
“Just a stretch of the legs is all, not much more. Cheer up elf.”
Slick rock gave way to soft ground after they veered from the Temple Way. Skeletons of trees that should be in bloom waved their branches. Dead brush that was either too dry or too wet refused to grow. Pattering rains had them soaked in minutes, the gloom of breezes and voices from unseen sources kept them on edge, and both of them strained to see a star or glimmer of anything in the dark canopy of night. 
“I think this is far enough Azenairk, just more foothills ahead, nothing is getting any closer.” Shinayne had her blades half out, tight grips, constantly looking for the sources of the eerie feelings she now had.
Azenairk…
“Ye’ hear that?”
“What? I heard nothing.” Shinayne stopped next to Zen, now a mile from their cavern camp high on the ridge.
“Shinayne, somethin’ said me name, whispered it. Out there.” He pointed west and a bit south, toward a high hill that was only visible with the flashes of intermittent silent lightning.
Shinayne…
“I just heard mine as well, this is far enough. Let’s head back to get the others.”
Others…
“Allright, enough o’ that. It be repeatin’ what we say is all. I have to know what it is.” The dwarven priest marched toward the hill to the southwest.
What it is…
Shinayne listened, the voice was but a whisper, neither male nor female, just hollow words on the breeze. The elven noble decided to try and trick whatever it was, to see if it merely caught words it heard.
“We are turning around now, heading back to our friends.”
Liar…
“Zen, it can see us, I do not like this.”
“Agreed, but we be almost there. Come on.” The last Thalanaxe trudged up another hill.
Strokes of angry white danced from the darkness above and all around the misty vale below. Zen put his boot up on a piece of stone foundation of a crumbled tower at the precipice of the hill. It seemed an old outpost was here, now long forgotten and worn smooth on its south face. Shinayne took cover beside a broken pillar, one of several, also worn smooth on one side. They stared at a moving orange mist, miles across, as it wormed slowly around old structures and stone streets below them. The mist seemed contained by a ravine, a circular ditch of immense proportion that had no end and encircled as far as the eye could see. It appeared that miles ahead in the valley, beyond this ravine, indeed lay a ruined city. In the stormlit darkness only momentary glimpses could be taken, but that was enough to see that it was grand, immense, and almost moving somehow.
“Do you see what I see, my bearded friend?” Shinayne whispered. 
“Aye. I see a city, mountains at its south side, road leads up to doors in the mountains. Ye think this is it?” Zen was cold, nervous, trying not to stare at the orange mist far ahead or the strange movement the whole ruins seemed to have.
“I believe we just found Mooncrest, my friend.”
“What is left of it ye’ mean.”
“Still, this must be it.”
“I’ll believe it when we reach the doors to Kakisteele. Tis pretty big though, even with the little we can see now.”
“Do you notice the buildings, the statues, the mist, see anything strange?”
“Aye, be all dark save for silent lightning with no thunder and some orange stuff writhin’ about inside the ruins.”
“Agreed. But I was speaking more of the way it moves, like the mist is chasing the shadows, something is unnaturally conscious here, something unseen watches us.” Shinayne looked, a mile ahead with the flashing of a silent storm, and peered across the ruined metropolis.
“Ye’ mean less natural than the giant trench surrounding a millennia old ruin with an orange cloud that moves along the ground by itself?”
Shinayne’s stare and raised eyebrow in silence let him know she was aware of his sarcasm.
“Closer look then?”
Come closer…
“Ahh, ye’ shut up stupid spirits. Little bit further elf?”
“This is insane, you realize that, right? We should head back.”
“That be a yes if ever I heard one.” Zen began down the slick hill, water dripping out of his black braided beard. He stared at the orange mist, somewhat entranced and curious.
Step by step, down the two went into the lowlands. Dark yellow jags and peaks appeared far to the south with the flashes of lightning, old foundations in the earth held nothing but memory, and only muffled whispers and rain in the night made noise. They stopped, the city ruins and orange mist still a half mile ahead. Shinayne and Zen looked down into the trench only inches in front of their feet. It was deep, thirty feet or more, and miles long and curved in each direction. They looked across, it was a fifty or more feet to the other side. Splashing and sloshing of water could be heard below them, something was moving in the enormous ditch. Many things.
“By Vundren, what coulda’ made such a trench? Looks recent too, I don’t understand it.” Zen reached his hand over the edge a bit and felt the loose soil and wet rock.
“Nevermind what made it, what is it that is moving down in there?” Shinayne tried to see in the dark, it was too far.
Nevermind…
“Those voices are getting closer now, perhaps it is time you shed some light on the area, they know we are here anyway.” Shinayne wiped the rain from her face and looked to Zen.
“Ye’ sure? Once I do that, everything from here to the mountains is gonna see us.” He held his hammer and moons symbol that hung from the chain on his neck.
“You wanted to come here and see, now we are here. Unless you are afraid.”
“Baah, don’t try that on me elf. Vundren eth edrith vun vast.” Zen spoke the prayer and channeled yellow light around his warhammer. The area glowed for fifty feet or more in every direction.
“Oh by Siril!” Shinayne gasped as she pulled Zen back away from the ravine fast.
Hundreds, thousands there were, a ravine filled with skeletons trying to climb up the muddy embankment, brown water up to their knees. None had flesh nor clothing, not even a shroud, just mud covered remains that moved. White bones, all moist from rain, that were crawling over each other in a feeble attempt to make it up and out. There were no voices, no noise but the clacking of jaws and bone, and the sloshing of uncountable bones that moved and stared with a trickle of deep shadow from within their skulls. They pleaded without expression, to the mortals that stood on solid ground above, seemingly asking assistance with reaches and outstretched dead hands. They would glare with their flickering black sockets, then fall as the ones from behind piled over them, then they too would fall and struggle helplessly. Then more and more, like an endless wave of dead that fought itself, trying to emerge and converge where the glow was coming from, as if they had not seen the shine of light in thousands of years. 
“By all that is holy on the mountain of God, what is this?” Zen backed up with Shinayne, realizing the skeletons could not and would not reach him, yet the sight was unnerving and forcing him back. He looked to how far the ravine curved to his left and right in the darkness, assuming it stopped at the base of the Kaki Mountains. It was a few miles in each direction he surmised. “Must be hundreds o’ thousands o’ the dead here in this trench. Vundren have mercy, why are they still movin’?”
“The orange mist is heading this way, look.” Shinayne pointed into the ruined city, closer now, she could make out taller buildings, a tower, and even part of a wall that still stood in the vast metropolis of what must have once been Mooncrest.
The mist was not more than three feet off the ground, its orange glow barely illuminated anything, and it was as silent as the ruins it traversed. Twisting and turning like a serpent through ruined homes and forgotten structures, it was at least a mile long and moving right toward the light, right for Zen and Shinayne. 
This way, look…
Every step they took back was instinct, and every few feet away they went, the orange mist gained fifty. It was entrancing to watch, perhaps they did not notice how close it had gotten, or how loud the whispers had become, but both the elf and the dwarf watched as the mist dove into the ravine, and then they covered their ears as hundreds of ghastly screams tore into the air with a flash of orange light. Suddenly the screams stopped, and boney hands reached over the edge of the now glowing ravine. Hundreds, eyes glowing with orange fire bright, shambling to solid ground with some renewed awareness that seemed to guide them. More continued to reach to edge, their bones slowly covering with gray ghastly flesh as they climbed to their feet, lifted by some unseen force of intellect. First the dead skin grew on the skulls, then worked its way down the vertebrae and ribs, then the thin gray membrane stretched over their appendages down to the tips of fingers and toes once only bone.
All at once the orange mist vanished, even from the hundreds of eye sockets that held wicked remnants inside of their skulls. The thousands continued to scramble for the top of the ravine they could not reach, the sloshing of water the only audible reminder. The hundred or more turned, all of them, and glared with undead emptiness in their gaze. Only one still held the orange glow in its eyes, and now the voices seemed to emnate from it.
All that trespass must stay…
The dead walked slowly toward the elven woman and the dwarven man with the light glowing from his hammer. It spoke what the mist told it to as the flesh began harden, strengthen, and their former garb and armor began to take unearthly shape upon their bodies.
“I think it is time to leave.” Shinayne drew Carice and Elicras out of their sheaths, backing up slowly. The dead did not move toward her, just stared, only their heads turned to follow she and Zen.
“Aye, no further argument here.” Zen backed up with the elven swordswoman, pointing his warhammer and the light emitting from it toward the horde of ghostly dead soldiers that were reforming somehow. They shielded their eyes as he waved the light across their faces from thirty feet away. 
“Take them.” The banshee taking solid form with orange fire in his eyesockets drew a scimitar and pointed to the mortals before him.
“Run!” Shinayne grabbed Zen by the shield arm, turned him around and ran toward the hill with the old outpost. Only a few paces ahead, she saw that the dead had flanked them, quietly, and were moving to surround them and the hill they were heading for. Desperately trying to make the next few hundred yards, she could now hear the stomping of feet all around her.
As they ran, so did the ghosts of the dead, now looking much like the gray soldiers Zen had seen at the haunted pub in Estivar. He saw weapons now, shields of gray, and the orange glow from their speaker lit the darkness as much as his holy light from Vundren. The dead began to make noise as they chased, slowly taking some semblance of form and mass in their gray afterlife.
“How did they get there already, elf? Ye’ supposed to sense that stuff ye’ know!” Azenairk huffed as he pumped his stocky legs as fast as they would run. He looked left, maybe fifty ahead and closing. Right, same yet more and closer, they were already at the base of the hill. Shinayne was pulling and running so fast he nearly tripped over his own legs. He looked behind, they were not twenty feet away and gaining.
Up the hill she scrambled, half dragging Zen to make it up before the dead caught him. Past the pillars she ran, then she stopped, she saw them. Gray soldiers drawing steel blades, all around the hill, already in every direction. Shinayne could not sense them, not here, not one of them. They were surrounded by hundreds now, silent and not twenty feet down the hill, climbing fast.
“Time to stand and fight. I told you this was a bad idea.”
“How many ye’ think?” Zen was huffing for breath, but swung the warhammer twice in the air, readied himself and his shield, back to back with Shinayne.
“Two hundred perhaps, stay close to me.” She took a low stance inbetween the crumbled and worn pillars. Her right hand back and longblade crossing her chest, left hand out halfway with the shorblade on point.
“Feast upon them!” The dead warrior with the orange glow pointed his blade, and the hundreds of long dead gray soldiers swarmed the hilltop at his command.
“Vund erstal var ith darmanvun!” Zen twirled the glowing hammer and smashed it into the stone pillar in front of him. The rock shattered, then the base split, and lastly a golden glow erupted and split down the hill farther than he could see. The chasm it caused filled with rubble, making the south side an impossible climb and claiming dozens of the dead as it happened.
The first wave of the reborn dead from ages past staggered to the top and felt the enchanted steel of Shinayne’s whitemoon blades plunge into their cursed remains. Carice slashed through false steel shields and blades as Elicras followed with rapid stabs past ghostly flesh in the shadows. Her ancient weapons cut through the undead as if they were made of water. Four, then ten, then fifteen burst into dust and screams, all but the skulls disintegrating as she sliced like a desperate whirlwind on top of the forgotten hill. Only a faint echo of steel sung in the night as the elven swordswoman stepped, attacked, ducked, countered, and held the northern edge of the ruined outpost. Lifeless skulls and dust were  piling at her feet, but there was no end to the horde in sight.
Azenairk ducked a blade, returned with the hammer, and thudded another ghastly soldier to the ground. His light seemed to hurt them more than his blows were, yet he stomped the skull anyway and watched the body and visage of flesh and armor burst into dust and fade away. His shield was blocking and pushing back to his left, his divinely lit warhammer swinging wildly to his right, and his back was never more than a foot from Shinayne. He thought of the others, realizing they were a mile or more away, and how foolish it had been to travel these lands at night.
“Still alive back there?” Shinayne feinted to back up, bumped her rear into Zens, then slashed in wide arcs into the much slower risen soldiers. Three fell on her left, five on her right, and she never slowed her parries nor lowered her guard.
“Aye, not… for long. Tired…too.. many…killed ten now…you?” Zen was grunting, struggling against five of the horde pushing on his shield while he ducked and swung with his hammer to those shielding their undead eyes from his light. 
“Holding. Too many to… count at my… feet, maybe…sixty.” She was calm on the outside, but all she could think of was survival, that Zen had not worn his armor, and that they would not last another thirty seconds unless something happened. Shinayne kept up her inhuman flurry of attacks yet noticed the one orange glow of eyes getting closer as the horde of dead continued. She pondered, inbetween sure sword cuts and parries against ghostly steel.
“Wha…sixty? Baah…ye’ be… stretchin…” The last Thalanaxe turned after shoving the mass of undead that pressed him. His jaw fell open and his eyes bulged with awe as he realized his partner was not exaggerating, there was a pile of uncountable skulls at her feet, some rolling back down the hill in a second death. “How by Mount Maonell?”
“I need you to… handle them alone, for… just a moment.” Shinayne, spun full circle, parrying and disarming seven ghost blades with her shortsword, then cutting through all seven undead wielders with her longblade. Seven skulls hit the ground as dust and ash erupted, yet nine more came to take their brethrens’ place.
“Ye’ insane?” Azenairk looked around quick. Twenty or more to his left, twice that to his right, both sides pushing past old pillars and stone to reach them. The southern chasm he had caused was impassable, yet behind him to the north there were a hundred massed to kill the elven woman. They rushed, slipped on the wet grass, yet the mob of remnants was unstoppable
“Ready?” Shinayne backed up to a stump of pillar, leapt ontop of it, jumped to a higher part of the old outpost foundation. It cracked a little below her feet, the dead swarmed, and she leapt into the air again. This time, right into the middle of the horde.
“Shinayne! No!” Zen yelled as she leapt from sight into the night, lost in the middle of hundreds of reformed dead soldiers. Surrounded, the dwarven priest swung his warhammer and family shield like mad. “Ahh! Hah! Die again ye’ devils!”
Two cuts caught her legs, another her elbow, then three more across her back as she landed from her airborn somersault into the unending mass of spectral blades. Slashing right, two fell, then left with her off hand, and two more went down as her ancient swords cut through weak dead flesh at the neck. She parried twice, then ducked another onslaught, and dove ahead into another roll. Her elven speed and the obscuring dust of the fallen hid her movements well. She rose with her blades cleaving wide, dropping five more into their silent eternity. Shinayne stood face to face with the orange glowing eyes of the banshee.
His back was against a pillar, Zen smashed another skull and raised his shield to block the ashen eruption. His light radiated across their expressionless faces which raised their small shields again, then his hammer took its toll in that moment. He had nowhere to go, surrounded on three sides, then his shoulder was pierced, then the other, cold steel that cut and froze the wound. Zens ear was nicked, then his cheek, there were too many. 
“Devour her!” The dead soldier with the orange glow of mist in his sockets shouted, the only one that seemed to be able to speak, and his sword thrust forward at the elven woman.
Just as the scimitar drove ahead, two elven blades crossed over it. The steel was stronger that the other weapons of the dead and it screeched upon contact with her mated blades. In one quick motion, too fast for human eyes, her shortblade struck down twice, then her longblade swung up and knocked the scimitar high. Just as Elicras struck the scimitar loose with a third cut, Shinayne stepped forward quick and Carice slashed clean through the neck. Silence screamed as the lightning flashed. The skull hit the ground and Shinayne closed her eyes.
Twelve swords from dead hands cut, slashed, and lunged for her from every side. Just as she knew that she was dead, she was covered in ash and dust. Shinayne looked to the skull at her feet, the orange light flickered out, and the screaming mist shot back toward the ravine as hundreds of skulls hit the ground that very second. All of them.
“And that!, Ye’ demons! Ahh, hah! Oh aye!?, Ye’ too then, Aaarrrghhh!” His eyes were closed, wounds stinging from nicks and cuts galore, swinging in rage and desperation. Zen was hitting nothing but falling dust, yet he dared not stop.
“Azenairk, it is over.” Shinayne sighed out loud, feeling the blood trickle through her chain links in many a place. She took a knee at the base of the hill, caught her breath, and looked to the cloud of dust and spread of skulls in the silent night.
“Ain’t never over! Keep fightin’ now! I’ll save ye’ Shinayne! Aaargghh! I’m comin’!” His warhammer and shield caught more air, more dust, and he fell forward onto a knee after tripping on a skull.
“They are gone, priest. I took the leaders head, they vanished. Stop swinging.”  She waited for him to open his eyes. As she shook her head, the orange light flared in the ravine a mile south. The same screams, the same moans on the wind that was not there, and then she saw them, again. Ten sets of orange glowing eyes shone in the blanket of midnight, and thousands of skeletons crawled up the ravine with them.
How dare you…
Shinayne shuddered, the whispers were now the cacophony of thousands in dreadful hollow anger. She saw the glow from the ravine flare, casting the reforming skeletons in orange light, their shadows elongating across the broken field below the hill. The elf blinked, a tap on her shoulder from the very quiet dwarf at her side broke her awe.
“How did ye’ know that killin’ the one with the fiery eyes would stop the rest of em’?”
“I did not know.”
“Are ye’ mad? We should be dead.”
“I had a hunch, a feeling is all.” Shinayne still stared, the gray glow of flesh from the netherworlds taking form over innumerable skeletal remains far to the south.
“Ye’ are insane then. Brave, deadly, but insane. Ye’ dove into em’ on a hunch? We coulda’ been killed, elf.” Zen gulped, now staring south at the thousands of forgotten corpses taking unearthly form atop the glowing ravine.
“It worked, and we are alive. Had I not done something, we would not be talking now.” She sheathed her blades, felt the cold lacerations on her arm and legs, eyes never leaving the sight to the south. The orange mist vanished once more, the screams erupted from the ruins, and faint footsteps of a far off army of the dead could be heard through the pattering rains. This time, much louder than before, many more steps sounded as the thunder the nighttime storm was without.
“I see ten sets o’ glowing eyes ahead, coming this way. Ye’ not thinkin’ o’ fightin again, are ye’?” He started to back up slowly, the awe of the scene drew his focus and sense away, captivating his mind with the glowing eyes so far off.
“No, we need to get to the others. Why do you ask?” Shinayne was pondering how they would ever get past such a force, even with their friends.
“I ask ye’ to make sure ye’ still have some sense. If ye’ had said yes, me hammer would have to knock ye’ out and I would be carryin’ ye back is all.” Zen shook his head free of whatever was trying to keep his attention on the orange lights. Half mile and closing, the stomping was louder, he heard the clanging of steel like an echoing mine in the dark.
“Get rid of your light, time to move.” Shinayne blinked, long and slow, also realizing the glow was compounding with the whispers, seemingly inciting her curiosity.
“Aye, let’s go then. Vulthdre!” He waved his shield over his hammer, the world grew darker, and the unholy orange flares grew closer.
Blasphemers must pay…
Shinayne and Zen turned and ran back toward the ridge, in the dark of night, thousands of soldiers from the grave behind them. Aching, wet, bleeding and tired, they ran toward the ridge of the Temple Way. Into the lowlands, through the bare forests, then up they climbed into rocky sandstone cliffs. Neither stopped to look, neither of them spoke, only ran as fast as their legs and breath would allow.
Green light from a cavern entrance shone like a beacon of salvation to the weary daredevils. Stumbling with exhaustion, Shinayne and Zen shook Saberrak and James as they came close to Gwenneth, who merely looked up over her tome. She raised and eyebrow to them as they roused everyone with heaving breaths.
“Second thoughts?” Gwenne smiled.
“Aye, and then some! Ye’ wouldn’t believe what is out there! Anyways, no time, need to…get..ready! They’re comin’!” He huffed, grabbing for his armor, tossing through his things in frantic fashion.
“Azenairk…” Shinayne whispered toward him.
“What is going on now?” Saberrak stood, reached for his axes, then stretched and huffed.
“Thousands…thousands o’ the dead…heading this way! Get ready!” Zen had his breastplate on and was working on strapping his greaves into place.
“By Alden, did you two go out alone?” James crawled over to his chainmail armor and blade, scrambling, trying to get armed as quick as he could.
“How far?” Gwenneth snapped her fingers, the staff of Imoch whipped from the wall into her grasp, the book floated onto her bedroll and blankets.
“Zen…” Shinayne whispered once more.
“Bout’ a mile behind us at most, we killed a few hundred. Shinayne, ye’ tell em’ then. Tell em’ we found Mooncrest!” Armguards next, belts tightening, he spun around to find where he had dropped his shield and hammer.
Gwenneth stopped at the edge of the cavern and turned back to the dwarven priest with a questioning glance. “Zen, you and Shinayne left about three minutes ago. How…?”
“Zen, my wounds are gone.” Shinayne whispered louder, still amazed as she looked to where her injuries from the ghastly blades should have been, where they definitely were. There were none to be seen.
“Well I be bleedin’ outta both shoulders, me ear, look, look at me face then!” Zen hefted the heavy blacksteel weapon and stood next to Gwenneth.
James and Saberrak walked slowly to their dwarven friend, looking in the light given by the staff, there was not a mark on him nor one drop of blood.
“You don’t have a scratch, dwarf.” Saberrak flared his nostrils.
“Aye? Look here…then…my…” His face went white, not a cut, and he knew there were at least eight that should be there. He recalled the cold blades, the warm blood running on his cool skin, the rain, the dead, he was confused.
“We were gone for hours…fought hundreds…saw …thousand more… something…I do not like this place.” Shinayne T’Sarrin breathed deep to calm the chill that was climbing her spine.
“Not possible…it’s not…” Zen grabbed his hammer and moons symbol and prayed.
“No, you were not gone long enough to make from here to the Temple Way. You just asked me to watch the others while you scouted ahead. I have only read two pages since you left.” Gwenneth looked out the cavern into the dark. She heard whispers in the pattering rain, a howl from far off, and saw lighting that made no noise. But no army of ghostly dead.
“Still, something is out there. I assure you, and it knows we are here.” Shinayne walked to the edge, blades out, and stared into the blackness.
“Saberrak, take the left side of the cave with Shinayne. Zen, over here with me now. Be ready.” James drew his blade and waited with vigilance. He nodded to Gwenneth who had already taken her spot back behind them.
For long hours the five stood still and silent, waiting for what Shinayne and Zen said was surely behind them. Their weapons drawn, eyes keen, listening to every sound near and far. They were prepared for any whisper, to face any army or voice, anything at all. Yet in the pitch of quiet night, nothing came. As the black turned to a dark gray in the west to mark the rising sun, the winds began to rise in strength, and only far off screams could be heard.
 



Johnas IV:I
Castle Valhera, Valhirst, Chazzrynn
The Prince of Valhirst rubbed his temples with his thumb and finger, the stress of so much ongoing had quite a pain shooting across his brow and down his neck. Thousands had arrived to the western fields and hills outside his city, the banners of King Mikhail Salganat and of Chazzrynn could be seen from his battlements. He had expected three thousand or so, yet five legions or more there were, all preparing for siege. Forces from Loucas, Addisonia, Vallakazz, Silverbridge, and even Thoranack had answered their king. Johnas was not intimidated in the least. He held the heir prince, he had the coveted prize of the field, and had no intention of giving it up. On the morrow, after his threatened fortnight, Bryant Salganat would hang from his walls.
Now however, as ill timed as could be, the impatient and bewitching Lord Koligail had arrived from Devonmir to settle affairs. An emissary from the Caberran courts had tracked Johnas down and was awaiting answers as to his motives in Harlaheim. Then, as if his plate were not full enough, rumor had come via the warlock mirrors that King Phillip had threatened war upon Willborne prematurely. An armed guard of men with Lord Valistor Waylen were insistent guests for the past three nights, inquiring as to the reason Johnas was so involved with another kingdom. Sapphire of the East had reported that Crimson of the North was no more, Balric D’Vrelle and the fugitive once-king Richmond the Second had not surfaced, and rumors pointed to the possibility that Kaya T’Vellon may still be alive somehow. The Prince of Valhirst forced words out despite his troubled mind craving but a moments’ peace.
“Jehrale, our men are ready?” Johnas whispered to his left.
“They are, even the Harlian forces. Yet the last ship never arrived. No sign of it. Lost somewhere near a cluster of islands between here and Taberlo.”
“Scout ships, nothing reported?” Johnas was only mildly concerned at the loss of three hundred soldiers from Harlaheim. He had enough in place to take the crown.
“Nothing. Lord Koligail awaits your answers to the Devonmir dispute, brother. His presence is unnerving at best.” Vermillion stepped aside for the visiting lord of the three damned and for his older brother to finish their dealings.
“Very well, but I was much enjoying the view. Do you think Mikhail sees the bodies hanging from the walls and wonders if one is his son?”
“Surely, my Prince, surely.” Jehrale peeked over the edge, noting the still dangling corpses rotting in the morning gray, remnanats from Bryants failed attack.
“Lord Koligail, your terms are surely elevated due to my obvious current entanglements. I will agree to half the amount requested.” Johnas nodded to Vermillion of the South and received a nod from beneath the hood of his brothers black cloak. Johnas looked down from his high vantage upon the armies to the west and the wet green landscape of Valhirst. He knew his time to ride out was soon.
Black shrouds of his ornate burial robes whipped in the winds of the Valhera catwalk. Koligail felt not the pleasure of the breeze, the touch of sporadic rains, nor the warmth of the morning on his flesh, little as was left. He turned slowly and glared his red eyes toward Prince Johnas. He spoke in hushed tones from beyond the grave.
“And the minotaur? He has taken many of our most profitable, we have need of replacements.”
“Only if your support to Harlaheim’s new king is doubled. Kalaza is a butcher beyond compare, as I am sure you have seen firsthand, and valuable to me and mine.” Johnas looked through his peripheral vision, as the sight of the red dry flesh over bone was disconcerting. He knew well enough of the deals and curses the lords three of Devonmir had met with long ago, he needed not a reminder of their appearance. 
“And the fugitives, there are many that wreaked havoc and have seen too much. Lord Trehad has found trace of the five with the Lazlette woman to the west, but what of your rogue members? The body of Kaya T’Vellon was not among those that Lord Maroguille has risen for research. She lives and knows too much of us, to your failure.“ His whispers and hisses held arcane dark power as he spoke.
“The White Spider is handling our own, all loose ends will be cut, and my new kingdoms will see it done above ground as well. Do not mention failure to me, cursed one. Remember who it is you are talking to.” Johnas sneered as he felt his blade throb at his side, warning him of things it was concenerned with.
“You realize, soon to be king of several kingdoms, that my brothers of the shroud and I have lived past many mortal rulers. Your politics do not frighten us below Devonmir.”
“Be that as it may, all things end Koligail. Even you. When I have Chazzrynn, Harlaheim, and Willborne massed in force together within a few weeks time, I will invade your arenas with thirty thousand men. Now, are we finishing our business or no?”
“If I had any inkling of your failure, I would say no and work my way toward the capital in Harlaheim, just to see you squirm. Perhaps I could be the next implanted sovereign?”
“That will not happen, not even in your lifetime, sorcerer. Last offer, take it or I put Devonmir at the top of my list.”
Koligail paused, his sharp teeth bared at the sickening smells of mortal arrogance. “It will be done. Half million in gold to us for damages done, Chalas Kalaza is now our property, and you have our support to both King Phillip and your agents in Devonmir. We will speak to Domenarch Cadius alone on matters of business going forward, since Rinicus is no more.”
“Agreed.” Johnas Valhera hated losing such a killer as the brown minotaur that butchered Heathen the Red. He caught wind that Chalas had killed Rinicus Three-Blades without permission, something he would not tolerate from anyone. Domenarchs were killed or removed by himself, his Emerald Eight, but never by a new member.The sizzle of acrid smoke took his mind off of the matter quickly as Lord Koligail vanished from sight.
Before he could get a moment of clarity on which situation to handle next, Lord Valistor Waylen of Willborne approached from his left and the noble emissary from Caberra on his right. Johnas knew that thirty soldiers surrounded him, Vermillion was there as well, and even Oggidan and fifty agents watched from shadowed vantage points. Still, the Prince of Valhirst only desired the pressure he brought upon others, not the other way around.
Valistor bowed half heartedly, his blonde braids and beard streaked with gray and silver hung heavy despite the winds. His right hand never left the hilt of his longsword, his winged helm was tight under his arm, and his decorated steel scale armor would have impressed anyone as the white cape was draped half across his front. He looked up to Johnas Valhera, green eyes to green eyes, and he scowled intentionally.
“Do not begin with the Agarian blood and guilt rhetoric that Katrina has tossed for so many years, it holds no bearing upon my conscience, Lord Waylen.” Johnas smiled to the grimacing countenance before him. 
“I was unaware of Prince Valhera having a conscience.” Valistor loomed half a foot over Johnas Valhera, yet turned and gazed upon the mounting battle that this wretch would be involved in very soon.
“Well spoken. Yet, I understand that King Phillip the First of Harlaheim has threatened war upon Willborne, and that troubles me.” The Prince of Valhirst glanced to his right as the Caberran man took a fast knee and rose next to him as well.
“He has, at a most inopportune time, I might add.”
“For you perhaps, but not for Harlaheim.” Johnas chuckled.
“Let us cut to the meat, Prince. You control Phillip, soon Chazzrynn, but why Willborne? If it is war you crave, you have plenty here and my kingdom will not---“
“Katrina’s kingdom, you mean.” Johnas corrected with the wave of a finger as he leaned over the high walls of his castle.
“So that is it? Well let me inform your highness that Katrina Willborne, queen or no, has not returned in some time. My scouts heard in Shanador that she was killed in the Misathi Mountains. So whether you long for her and seek revenge, or simply wish to take a wounded territory, it will mean war. I know you have sapped forces from Harlaheim to here, so we are not outmatched.” Valistor spoke fast and low, but knew the Caberran man and the dark clad figure behind Johnas heard every word.
“I have the Crossguard Legion in Harlaheim, deadliest force on the continent. You are outmatched, and I doubt you can rally your old nobles in Willborne to stand against the church. And pity, you just missed Lord Koligail from Devonmir, I have them now as well.” 
“When the new Cardinal takes the Aldane, you will lose your Legion, and skulking slaves of old sorcery do not frighten me.” Despite the distance, however far it was, Valistor felt the red in his eyes from Rynnth, felt the power and confidence that her blood had given him. He looked at Johnas again.
“Interesting, I fail to recall when Agarians had eyes that went from green to red. So, the dragon whose blood you drank still lives, for now. You think I was unaware? All I must do is target her, and that willpower and resistance in your council will fade and die with the dragon. Much like your kingdom has for centuries. But, since you have strength to fight, let us make it official, Harlaheim and Willborne then. Declare it, Lord Waylen.” He had wondered if the wyrm of Willborne had survived, and now he knew. It was time to twist it and delay, for that dragon would tear armies apart if half the reports were true.
“I will be king of Willborne with Katrina dead, and they will rally to me. It will be skirmishes at first, as I wait for the Aldane to withdraw the Crossguard Legion in Harlaheim. Then, I will unleash Rynnth upon the crown and rose. Pray I do not come south after, she may enjoy falcon hunting.” Valistor smiled, he knew this mans game. He had done the same in Willborne to get to the head of the council for many decades, on a much smaller scale.
“What is your offer then, as you are verbally moving toward war. I know Willborne could not afford it, yet I respect your desire at strategically making yourself a thorn at the least. Speak your terms, I am about to become a king, and have little time.”
“Traditional terms. Treaty for a decade, you take a city with title in Willborne, I in return, take a city and title in either Chazzrynn or Harlaheim, since you hold two kingdoms.” Lord Waylen smiled at the rather disgusted countenance upon the face of the Caberran man who seemed lost for words, yet listened to every one of them here and now.
“Agreed, as long as the treaty is for mutual support in all manners of the military, which may include your dragon. I will take Larkenport, as Prince thereof from you. I offer you Addisonia, lord with all titles and so forth.” Johnas cared not for Addisonia, too many temples there. He needed more ports to have a swift naval force, so his decision was easy.
“Then the war will be called off by Phillip?” Valistor reached out a hand to Prince Johnas.
He shook it. “Yes it will. Let me know when you take the crown, I expect an invitation, I love ceremonies.”
“Who then, in our mighty conglomerate, will be our adversary, Shanador?” Lord Waylen smiled and looked to the horrified Caberran man who had now let his mouth open yet seemed at a loss for words.
“My conglomerate. Shanador is too large to handle, for now.”
“Armondeen or Kivanis then?” Valistor winked at the messenger and grinned.
“No, too early. I need to hear from Harlaheim’s neighbor first. He has been most patient and respectful.” Johnas turned toward the emissary.
“This is…this is…I do not believe my ears hear such things! I am Wil dell Escada, sent from Cordolla. On behalf of the Caberran courts, I seek answers to our missing Prince Edians dell Barrato and to discuss the trade route agreements between Harlaheim and my kingdom.” His slick black hair and trimmed beard were offset by his smooth tan face that was going rather pale at the moment. His eyes of deep caramel darted back and forth between Johnas and Valistor.
“What would make you think I know of your missing prince? Is he not in Harlaheim? As for your trade agreements, I am the Ambassador of Trade to Caberra and will be arriving to meet you in due time.” Johnas smiled, this man was dressed in his golden surcoat and cape, tridents galore sewn proudly in the cloth, yet had just realized what sort of man he was dealing with.
“I come with the wishes of my king and queen and their sons, and those are that his daughter is found, his eldest son released, and your title withdrawn. He wants nothing to do with you or Harlaheim, Johnas Valhera.” Wil pulled the parchment from his sleeve. 
“Wil, not shor for Wilian, is it perchance?” Johnas knew the princes of Caberra, suspected, but then thought otherwise.
“It is, Wilian dell Escada, but taking me hostage will earn you nothing. My family is not valuable, as you surely know.” He showed the parchement to the Prince of Valhirst, and then tore it to pieces and let the wind take it over the castle.
“Ah, so brave of you. You may inform your king that when I arrive to write a new agreement, he had better produce some new daughters to my guest rooms. And if he thinks his illicit dealings with Altestan go unnoticed, tell him to try harder. Agarians have little tolerance for such things.”
“You are a sick man, in many ways sick and less than sane. Dealings with cursed demon-loving sorcerors, pacts with dragon worshippers, and waging war in your own kingdom for the crown, that shall be just the beginning of what I inform his majesty of from you, Valhera.”
“You reek of wine, emissary. I mean that both actually and in the verbal sense, mind you. Perhaps another bottle, and when you calm yourself, and see how politics truly manifest, we can talk some more.” Johnas waved his hand at the shorter Caberran man.
“I will not lower myself to treating with one such as you. King Marcellian and Queen Sharsian will hear the truth from my lips.” Wilian dell Escada crossed his arms over his chest.
Johnas looked to Valistor Waylen. “Caberra then?”
“Caberra it is, Prince Johnas. I shall meet with King Phillip in Harlaheim and assist him with his eastern borders. Rumor has it that King Marcellian holds him responsible for much and wishes war.” Valistor smiled, bowed, and walked off with his retinue from Willborne. “After my wedding, of course.”
“This is…I said nothing of the sort! What is---“
“Best hurry across the seas then, emissary. Word has a way of spreading faster than the winds can drive a galleon, even a fine Caberran vessel.” Johnas reached out his hand for a farewell shake to Wilian.
The Caberran man looked at the gesture in disgust. “You will regret this day, Johnas Valhera, you will. The Caberran fleet has never known defeat in any war. My king will not look kindly upon your filthy deals and tricks. Farewell.”
Johnas watched as the Caberran emissary fell in with his entourage and took a brisk pace toward his courtyard. Willborne was his, Harlaheim, and soon Chazzrynn. To hold his growing empire in place, they would need a common enemy. Caberra would do just fine. He smiled as Vermillion of the South took his side on the battlements once more.
“Do you plan to just let him leave?” Jehrale asked.
“Yes and no. Send three doppelgangers guised as crewmen while he loads and boards. Tell them not to touch the emissary. I want his words to reach Marcellian in Cordolla.”
“That will accomplish what?”
“Either an agreement that will have me a fourth kingdom, or information on his military that will assure I get Caberra by force.”
“And with four kingdoms, then what?”
“Take more, brother. My ambition does not suffer restraint.” Johnas sighed. “I think it is time to meet our uncle on the field, family reunion if you would. You will join me, of course?”
“I would not miss it. Oggidan is coming with, learning fast that one is. Let us get you dressed then.” Jehrale walked with his brother across the catwalk of their castle. He glanced to the kris blade sheathed on Johnas’ hip, the emerald with the impure dark fleck noticed him looking, he could sense it.
“Mother says to stay close to me, she is proud of you, of us.” Johnas felt the vibrations, they had grown stronger from the sword now that Jehrale was close to him. He could pick up on small empathic feelings here and there.
“Give her my love.” Jehrale lowered his head as they walked.
“I will give her blade Salganat blood, far better than love.” Johnas laughed out loud, startling many of his already tense soldiers, and even his scarred younger brother.
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Mikhail rose from his knee slowly. He did not want to end his prayers, to Alden or otherwise. The men around him, all noble lords that had come to war for their king, rose slowly after him and waited for his word in silence. His eyes glanced up as he turned to face them, asking even the sky for assistance this day. The king felt Aelaine’s hand on one shoulder, then Chancellor Marcus Mederris on the other. Kendrynn Shilde of Vallakazz, General Fandruss of Loucas, Lord Dimitri of Addisonia, Lord Burrain of Silverbridge, and even Lord Corey from Thoranack bowed with their armies behind them. Just over five thousand swords had answered his summons, yet nothing from the west. As he feared, the war with the ogre and troll hordes must have begun, lest he knew Alexei T’Vellon would have rallied all of Hurne, Elcram, Roricdale, and Southwind. His scouts had reported that Johnas had his defenses in place, a few thousand more men, so it was honor and courage that he prayed would see Chazzrynn to victory. 
“Chancellor, are the rams manned and ready, archers in position?” Mikhail sheathed his broadsword, his fingers feeling the falcon winged pommel and leather wrapped hilt.
“They are your majesty.” Marcus bowed and handed his king two black leather gauntlets.
“Aelaine, are you and Captain Shilde prepared to take the south gates?” Mikhail felt his squire strapping his steel plate and shoulderguards into place.
The lady of Vallakazz curtsied. “We are my liege, and we will be watching for Lavress and Sir Liogan to emerge with your son.”
“General Fandruss, I want three formations and one legion in reserve. Lead the cavalry with Lord Corey north, give time for the footman to get through with the rams. Have Lord Burrain, Chancellor Marcus, and Lord Dimitri cover their walls with arrows and catapult fire. Aelaine and Captain Shilde lead the third to the south side of Valhirst. While they scramble to defend from three sides, bring the ladders when I signal.” The king stepped into his stirrup, assisted by his squire, and mounted his armored white stallion.
“Yes, your majesty. But sire, will you need Lord Corey in the rear with you?” General Fandruss bowed as he spoke.
“You know I will not be in the rears, General. My royal guard and I will charge the front, first in line.” His squire handed his round shield with the falcon crest up to him and helped strap it tight.
“And what are my chances of talking my king out of such an action?” Marcus rubbed his bald head as he looked around the ground for an answer he knew he would not find.
“None, Chancellor Mederris.” Mikhail accepted his crowned helm of shining steel, his battle crown that he had fought so many wars with, it brought back memories of his youth as he placed it firmly on his head.
“You realize the peril this place you in then? You will surely be targeted on sight. You should---“
“Marcus, enough. My son is in there, my only son. I cannot sit back and watch and command others to save him. If all eyes are upon me from Johnas, then one of the three fronts should be able to penetrate while our two brave scouts rescue Bryant. It is foolish, dangerous, and a risk. Yet if it were your only living son of three, your only surviving blood relative, and all you had left, I would question you not should you lead the charge, and I would follow you. Please do the same for your king.” Mikhail took the banner of Chazzrynn as his squire unfurreled it, and he stared at the sky blue cloth, the golden tassles, and the noble black falcon crest as it hung in the morning air. He watched as riders left the north gates with Willborne banners, other riders on fast steeds went both directions in and out of Valhirst, and the west gates of Castle Valhera opened slowly before him.
Johnas Valhera is scrambling, he thought. Good.
“Sire, should we not intercede on all these messengers? It could be advantageous to cut his contacts.” General Fandruss mounted as did the other noble lords upon seeing the portcullis open and the Valhera banners raise from the battlements.
“No. Our scouts have seen no force within a days hard ride and his dealings with Willborne do not concern me. Let him squirm and twist, let him cry out for help. All that matters is now. I need every man we have, no distractions.”
Four black steeds rode out from under the hanging bodies upon Castle Valhera, four riders galloped to the halfway point between the walls and the hill over the field where king Mikhail stood with his forces. He watched as the riders stopped and waited for him.
“Marcus, Aelaine, and Lord Corey, with me. General, form the men.” Mikhail spurred his steed,  he heard the affirmation of his orders, and four went to meet four on the fields of Valhirst.
The king slowed and steadied his horse, planted his banner in the moist earth, and held until the others were abreast of him. He raised his hand and received one in return from a rider in golden chainmail and bracers, a closed helm resembling a hawk, and a green velvent cape. Two others were cloaked in black, their cowls hiding all but a few features. Mikhail saw scars and graying blonde hair from one and red curls and youth on the face of the other. The third he recognized on sight, the bloated and black bearded Lord Unarvin of Saint Gavrielle, who had obviously sided against him.
“Who speaks for the filthy Prince of Valhirst then, name yourselves.” The king lowered his hand.
“Sir Oggidan, Lord Unarvin, and Lord Jehrale Valhera, bow to the soon to be deceased, would you? We need to show our respects.” The man in the glistening armor spoke with a hollow echo through his helm as the three gave a slight nod to the four across from them.
“Jehrale Valhera died many years ago, so as I assumed, this meeting is but a farce that…” Mikhail looked as the man raised his visor. It was Johnas, his words stopped, he had not dreamed his nephew would dare show himself on the field, let alone armed and armored. For once, in all the years Mikhail had known him, he looked like a Valhera, he looked menacing. He had expected tricks, disguises, doppelgangers, anything but this.
“I assume my introduction is not required, uncle. But please, let us meet your captains in turn.” Smiling, amused with the looks of shock, Johnas waved his hand toward the king.
“Lady Aelaine Lazlette of Vallakazz, Chancellor Marcus Mederris of Southwind, and Lord Corey of Thoranack.” King Mikhail placed his hand on his hilt and drew the blade halfway as he stared at Johnas.
“They have more impressive names than us my prince, maybe we should surrender.” One-handed Oggidan laughed out loud receiving a chuckle from Jehrale and Unarvin.
“Treasonous vermin with false titles! My brother marrying your mother was the worst mistake in the history of this kingdom! And your brother lives, where we all attended a funeral so many years past! I should kill you where you sit and let your horse ride you off to hell! Now give me my son!” Mikhail drew his blade as he roared, then every blade was brandished from both sides, and the Prince of Valhirst laughed.
“Never. Give me the crown, uncle. It is midmorning now, in a little over half a day, Bryant hangs with his men. Like a true soldier, like a Salganat warlord, and I will make sure you watch.” 
“Chazzrynn will never bow to extortion and terror. You have one hour to produce Prince Bryant, surrender your forces, and submit yourself to the kings justice. One hour, Johnas.”
“Brother, I believe a game of beat the heir prince within an inch of his noble life, would take about an hour. I know how I shall spend my time, care to join me?” Jehrale stared at the king and smiled.
“I would, I would indeed. Unless our former king has anything else to add?” The Prince of Valhirst stared at the blue eyes of Mikhail, locked but twenty feet away, both men waiting for the other to give in and cross swords.
“Terms, men, terms first before thousands are lost to bloodshed.” Aleaine raised her hand and her voice. “Perhaps an arrangement of title or a division of lands can be met with the release of the heir prince. It does not have to be this way.”
“Women? I fail to recall when women had rank on a field of battle?” Lord Unarvin chortled as his belly heaved under his armor.
“She has more rank and title than you, traitors get the rope. For you, we shall have to have a strong rope meant for large swine indeed, Unarvin.” Lord Corey, tall and thin with corded muscles under his chainmail, glared at the lord of Saint Gavrielle.
“These are my terms.” Johnas waved his hand over the ensuing argument. “The crown for Bryant, surrender your forces, and I merely banish the four of you and take your lands and holdings.”
“Here are Chazzrynn’s terms.” Father Marcus spoke in return. “Lower the Valhera falcons, surrender this city, and release all prisoners in good form including the heir prince. We shall return the Harlian forces to their kingdom, along with the four of you, and you never set foot in this kingdom again.”
“The we are at an impass, pity. Are you ready to die here, Mikhail?” Johnas sneered. He glanced over his shoulder, everyone followed with their eyes, as a messenger on a fast brown mare charged out the portcullis.
“Why is it, nephew, that you have run so wicked? What on Aldens blessed ground have I ever done that would deem the things before me? I must know.” Mikhail sheathed his blade, knowing war was inevitable, and he let his anger dwindle.
“The right to rule should be based more on ambition, not between whose legs you crawled out from, uncle. When a man wants something great enough, he takes it. You seem fine with Chazzrynn and its state, I want more for this kingdom, and even more kingdoms. It is time for change.” Johnas watched the messenger speaking at length to Jehrale, he showed him a scroll, pointed to the harbor, and then nodded and returned just as fast to Valhirst.
“You have ever only held the power or rights to change Valhirst, Johnas Valhera. I have seen the squalor and skullduggery that you promote, and my kingdom needs not more of what you stand for. I challenge you, man to man, here on the field before your castle. Do you accept!?” Mikhail dismounted and drew his broadsword.
Jehrale leaned toward his brother and whispered. “My prince, we have a signed letter of support and allegiance from Lord Alexei T’vellon of Southwind, soon to be Jade of the West.”
“Excellent, what else?”
“Two things, first is that a small force of five hundred men have passed Darmoun unnoticed, soldiers from Kalik and Tusko, under Sir Jallan of Hurne. They will be here within the hour, surely siding with the king.”
“So another brigade joins Mikhail in the slaughter, they must have decided in secret, with the Lord of Southwind dealying his assistance. The second?”
There is someone on your throne, arrived by ship, our missing ship. Not your throne above, but below, Johnas. He waits for you.”
“Whos is it?” Johnas nodded to the king, not that he would accept his challenge, but to keep him in place that he was perhaps considering it.
“He would not tell the messenger, but I suggest we go and see to it. He has two hundred men with him.” Jehrale nodded to fat lord Unarvin, young Oggidan, and then to the opposition.
“My apologies uncle, but I have pressing matters that take precedence over killing the elderly. Besides, I want the historians to write of the bloody battle that King Johnas Valhera won bravely from a warmongering Salganat. So, I will meet you on the field. Aelaine, Mederris, Corey, best of luck on your last days.” Johnas turned his steed with his three men and charged toward Valhirst, leaving the king standing with his blade drawn on foot, and he laughed all the way.
Mikhail turned to his captains, sheathed his blade once more, and raised his face to the sky as he took the reins of his stallion. “Sound the horns, all men to the ready.”
“Alden save us.” Marcus drew his broadsword and waved it up to General Fandruss as Lord Corey galloped his steed up the hill. The chancellor prayed, his king beside him, minutes passed. Then he looked to Aelaine Lazlette.
“Are you sure of this, Mikhail?” Aleaine gripped her staff and looked desperately at the walls of Valhirst.
“My lady of Vallakazz, raise the banners and relay to Lord Dimitri to open fire upon the western gate. Give them three volleys, then we charge.” Mikhail turned toward the hill and saw his army, the cheers went up, and the flags of his kingdom were raised. Amidst the blowing of bronze horns, the locking of catapults, and the marching of armored thousands, King Mikhail roared like he was thirty years younger, waving his banner with a fierce prowess.
“The falcon raised shall never falter! Wicked men will feel our justice! Today, we release Valhirst of its stain on Chazzrynn!” His shield vibrated with the cacophony of hails, horn blares, and shouts from his soldiers and lords. “Catapults, open fire!”
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“Cannot be, although I have seen stranger things in my days.” Johnas walked up slowly to his onyx and emerald throne, eyeing the man curled up and sleeping upon it, he recognized him.
“Who is it, brother?” Vermillion of the South drew both of his shortblades and gestured with a nod toward the dozens with crossbows aimed at the throne in the sanctum of the White Spider. 
“He looks like hell.” Johnas leaned over the ragged man with torn clothing and no boots upon his dirty feet. The dagger and longblade were sheathed and filthy, his nails on toes and fingers were long and smattered with dirt, and his smell was something atrocious. His black curls of beard sported long shots of thick hair around his nose, his skin was darker, and he still had a patch over his left eye. Johnas tapped his shoulder. “Farrigus, Farrigus Narminson, is that you in there?”
His yawn went wide and sounded more of a purr or growl than that of a human man. Crossbows went back on point quick as Johnas backed up and drew his kris blade. There was no attempt to hide it, everyone saw that this man had three sets of sharp canine teeth instead of one set, and they were a bit longer than normal. As he stretched his legs and arms out, he lunged into the air and landed on all fours, then stood tall and his eye opened wide. Feline green with a shifting and widening sliver of black for a pupil it was, and Farrigus smiled.
“I see I was missed, what a splendid cerrremony you have forrr me, my patrrriarch.” His words trailed like a feline, his ears perked as he spoke, and Farrigus took a knee before his regal once-master.
“I have room in the pit for you, should you ever sit on my throne again or arrive unannounced. So tell me, where have you been?” Johnas paced left while Jehrale went right, blades drawn.
“Stranded, tortured, forced into servitude most undesirable. I would rather not speak of it. Wherrre is Prince Bryant? Whispers I hear say you have him hostage, and I owe him for brrreaching the hull on the Queen Sapphire, paybacks and all.” Farrigus could smell uncertainty on the men here that once knew him, he could hear them floors above and down the corridors, yet he knew his reflexes were now beyond a mortal man. He sensed the Patriarch and one of his Emerald Eight ready to strike, even with his eye closed.
“Stranded where? And why have you returned in such fashion?” Jehrale questioned the odd former agent with the strange behavior.
“Cat’s Eye Island, lives up to its name. The trrrailing vessel of your entourage came close enough for us to hail, my men and I waited, and like the Harlian fools they were they rrrescued us. They were focking delicious.” Farrigus licked the back of his hand and wiped his face. “You two have the same scent, related are we?”
“You killed over three hundred men alone? Besides your unexplained changes of a feline nature, you must also have gone insane.” Johnas slowed his steps as Farrigus opened his eye and smiled at him with his head turned to the side.
“No, no, no, my prince. Aboard your empty Harlian vessel are my men, nearrrly two hundred, all loyal to me.” 
“You return to me with gifts then, why?” Johnas nodded to Jehrale, ever so slightly.
“Let me say the journey over the water was most terrrifying, and I remember saying a few words when I received this.” Farrigus ripped his ragged tunic off and turned his shoulder. Despite a mess of curly black hair, the brand of the White Spider was visible on his flesh, as were other scars of blades and claws, too many to count.
“You seem, how would I say this, a bit odd and inefficient for my tastes, Farrigus. You also failed me twice which resulted in the loss of those that carried the Scroll of Annar, my fastest galleon, and ten expensive doppelgangers. I admire loyalty, but failure does have its consequences, old friend. Once, you were one of the best blades in Valhirst, but now you are but a cursed rag of a man.”
“Then kill me, you and your brrrother, go ahead and try.” 
Crash
Crash
The sounds echoed far above with yells of soldiers, the drumming impact of castle walls being bombarded rang into the underground.
Farrigus drew his blade and dagger in a flash, Johnas feinted to lunge, and Jehrale weaved his twin shortswords toward the growling feline man before him. Steel sparked for a few rapid parries then Farrigus leapt backward and landed on a table twenty feet away. He crouched, heard each and every one of the crossbows aimed at him, and sprung toward the pit by the main doors to the sanctum. Before anyone was close in the dark underground, he scampered into a hallway and was gone.
Johnas looked to Jehrale, then the brothers Valhera glanced at the fifty crossbow bolts in the table, and then back to each other.
Crash
Crash
Crash
“My prince, we have no time for this. We need to get above ground and---“
“I can be of grrreat assistance, and with two hundred of me, our organization would be stronger. I would think Jade of the West a fitting title, since I hear Kaya T’Vellon is no more.” Farrigus whispered as he strode in the corridor from the other side, on all fours, covered in black shining fur and sporting a tail.
All agents looked to the massive black panther with a patch over its eye that silently appeared over the stairs, impossible it had gotten all the way around that fast and unchecked. 
Crash
“That position has been filled, Farrigus. If I were to offer you a rank of that esteemed nature, where would your vengeance take you?” Always dealing, Johnas watched as the oversized panther stood upright and painfully shifted back to Farrigus Narminson. He smiled, gold could not buy things like this, he was impressed.
“I will leave Balric to you, matters of the heart and all. But, besides Prince Bryant, there is a cerrrtain elven woman that left her marks upon me, they still sting my fur. Shinayne T’Sarrin, if you have been tracking them, I would like to know.” Farrigus gestured to a wicked scar on his stomach, then two on his thighs, and another on his forearm.
Crash
Crash
“My prince we must---“
“And our war above, you can get your men ready from squatting on my Harlian galleon, and ready soon?” Johnas sheathed his kris blade as Farrigus approached.
“Do I get to at least torture the heir prince a bit before you hang him from your walls, my patrrriarch?”
“Surely.”
“And my title?”
“Domenarch of Valhir---“
“Too small, morrre.”
“Crimson of the North, perhaps? Vermillion of the South here could train you and that title is recently available.” Johnas put out his hand to the panther, now a man again. It was taken respectfully as Jehrale scoffed and sheathed his blades.
“Perrrfect. I am at your service my prince and patrrriarch, always. Who is it you need me to kill?” Farrigus knelt before Johnas Valhera. He was home again, and his men would likely be very hungry, for blood and human flesh.
 



Lavress IV:I
Eastern Piers of Valhirst, Chazzrynn
“Your taking of this Brotherhood and Order is no light matter, and it is for the length of your living days. Ensure the protection of those that follow the ways of Seirena, in secret. Hunt relentless those that would harm the Whitemoon and her children. While you will act alone after your training in the Hedim Anah, remember that you are righteous in any endeavor on Her sacred ground.”---Words of Mirash, the Great Sphinx of the Whitemoon, upon honoring Jevendial, the Hiroon Wolflord of the Greenbanyan Packs into the sacred Order of the Hedim Anah.  Circa 307 A.D.
 
Like floating ghosts from a shipwreck, two sets of eyes moved below. The crash of catapults alerted them war had begun, sending them into motion without sound nor ripple of water. They weaved under the wooden docks and between stone columns, around seaweed and debris, and fought the currents and slick footing as if life depended upon it. From time to time they would stop and listen. Every few minutes they would slowly submerge and search for an entrance to the underground. The Carisian Sea was frigid, even in late Shaltyn, the warm harvest month of the Agarian calendar. They rose just enough to breath through their noses and froze still, more boots passed overhead, the movements of armies of men had seemed neverending this morning. A second time the eyes and the tip of a longbow in front dipped below the waters and returned moments later. The amber eyes in the lead blinked twice upon surfacing, telling the blue eyes behind that a tunnel had been found.
Nostrils flared wide, deep breaths were taken by both, and under the foaming filthy waters they went. Their hands grasped lodged driftwood beams, pushed off granite columns covered in centuries of barnacles, and pulled onto slimy chains. Their chests ached from the releasing of air and the inability to take more in. Up they swam and pulled, the light from outside unable to reach where they now headed. The darkness engulfed them in the tight corridor of sharp stone underwater. Just as second and third thoughts began to take hold, the moment panic for air began to tremble, the hand in the lead pulled his companion up and out over a ledge. 
Lavress Tilaniun, savage elven hunter of the Hedim Anah, put his hand quick over the mouth of his partner to silence the gasping for air he knew could alert anyone close. Sir Liogan Andellis took rapid breaths through fingers he felt, rested his arms on the ledge in the dark, thankful they were alive and had found their way in. Neither spoke, the elf from Gualidura nor the young knight from Southwind, as they let their eyes and chests adjust to their new environ.
Like snakes slithering closer to their prey, Lavress and Liogan crept over the ledge and out of the bone chilling bay. The elven hunter could see, faintly, the outlines of the corridor around them. He knew his partner, the one who had volunteered them both for this mission, could see nothing.
“Ssshhh.” Lavress put his finger over his mouth, forgetting momentarily the blackness of the tunnel. He whispered in the sylvan tongue as he drew his curved kukri dagger, his enchanted gift from the Hedim Anah. It glowed a faint yellow, flickering as if a candle burned from inside the steel, and then drew his falcata.
Liogan unsheathed his broadsword carefully, nodding to Lavress that he would be silent and was ready to move ahead. His white tabard dripped salty water, his heart was racing, yet all he could think of was finding the heir prince for his king, before it was too late.
Soft steps ahead revealed a twisting tunnel that even the shorter elf had to crouch to traverse. Snails of sizes up to that of small boulders retracted their eye stems as the faint light grew near. Moss that moved and had never known light curled tight to the walls. Besides the occasional slosh of a footstep, the two invaders made not a sound, yet the ever hidden life in the tunnel knew that strangers approached.
Lavress slowed and stopped, placing his back to the wall as the tunnel widened and raised in height. He saw a grate ahead in a chamber, and stairs leading up to it and beyond. Torchlight flickered ever so far away, but enough for him to know that somewhere ahead their would be someone that needed light to see. He raised his chin to Liogan, then eyed his blades, getting his attention. The young knight of Chazzrynn watched and nodded.
First, Lavress mocked slashing his blades out to the sides, horizontal, diagonal, and wide cuts in slow motion. He tapped the stone, just barely, and furrowed his brow. Then he shook his head from side to side. Liogan nodded that he understood. The wood elf shot his kukri forward, then up and down, followed by the falcata, in vertical cuts and thrusts that did not come near the walls. He nodded to the young human knight. Liogan Andellis wiped the sweat and saltwater from his face, took his blade in two hands, one over the other. He cut upward slowly, then down diagonally, and thrust ahead with the point of his blade. He smiled, receiving the same nod and smile from his elven companion.
Black mold and mildew greeted their noses, the slick steps down into stagnant water once more met their feet, and the torchlight beyond the grate was now flickering. Men were moving past and around the lights beyond, they were close. Lavress led them in, then up again near the steel grate covered in rust and mold. He waited for the far off sound of men moving in other passages to dwindle, then motioned for Liogan to take the right side of the bars and sheathed his blades.
Both of them pulled slow, testing the resistance and possible noise, it seemed ready to fall as it was. With a quick creak and pop of old worn steel, the grate came loose on the left side. Lavress set it down behind them on the steps, carefully watching that it would not slide and cause noise, then he saw a ripple.
He tapped Liogan on the shoulder, right as he was about to head into the next chamber and continue their infiltration and rescue. Just in time, Liogan turned, then dove to the right as the water erupted toward them both. Lavress sprung to his left, and then the grate was covered in saltwater and scales. Then it was gone, leaving only washed up bones and broken shards of shells upon the stairs where they had just been. The water turned and rippled, then calmed, neither elf nor man moved a muscle as their knuckles kept tight on their weapons.
Seconds passed, the soft yellow glow of the kukri showed only shadows on the walls and a black pool of water that neither wished to give their back to. The grate tipped out of the water, as if something dangled it as bait, yet neither Lavress nor Liogan moved beyond short breaths. The young knight nodded to Lavress, put his toe behind a jawbone that had but three teeth remaining, and flicked it into the pool. Small a ripple as was made, it was all the creature needed to emerge, searching for a meal.
Two clawed feet landed on the stone from the aquatic explosion, dark green and webbed with claws as long as a mans arm. The serpentine body had yellow spots and black stripes on the scales and was as thick as an old maple tree, how long it was with but twenty feet exposed, neither could tell. Four flaring sets of red gills opened and closed fast beneath a cold staring pair of gray eyes. The mouth opened from a long curved smooth head resembling a distorted fish, revealing hundreds of overlapping curled fangs that were transparent and moist. Clear slime dangled like strands from its bared teeth and its rough black tongue felt something less than pleasurable upon it. The low hiss mixed with gurgled water shot the jawbone high into the air, then its head turned down to Liogan, unblinking eyes looking at the one that had tricked it.
Two arrows pierced through the soft gills from the left, the hum of vibrating bowstring echoed in the cavern as a hiss of pain rose toward Lavress. A third, then a fourth arrow plunged into cold flesh, and then the elven hunter slung his bow and dove back toward the stairs over the sweeping fast claws of the serpent. Back again to his right, leaping over the biting head, he drew his blades. Lavress had no room to maneuver, the slick ledge was barely enough for his feet. He feinted left, then right, the claws of the giant sea snake planted on either side. There was no escape, it blocked any route, and Lavress waited to face it blades to fangs.
Slash, chop, thrust, and oily blood ran down the side of the serpent as Sir Liogan drove his sword deep a fourth time from behind. The beast whirled with fangs bared, plunging over Liogan, who at the last moment raised his blade up and cringed. The point dove through the skull and open mouth, yet it bit down hard. The knight placed one fast hand between two fangs on the lower jaw, his sword wielding elbow wedged between two on the upper, blade still lodged through the roof of its mouth into serpentine skull. His face reddened, he exerted all he had, trying to keep his chest open and not be swallowed alive as the creature reared into the air with a mouthful of knight.
The falcata sliced clean through in the distraction, then again, and both clawed hands splashed into the water, cut off at the wrists. Lavress spun to his left, anticipating the fall of the beast that had held itself up with what he had just chopped off, and slashed the kukri up hard. As it fell forward, Liogan still pinned in its salivating maw, its innards spilled all over the ledge. Like a pail being dumped down an alley, the slosh of inside organs and blood splashed onto the stone as its head thrashed from side to side. 
Liogan tried not to yell as the head hit the ledge and his arms now held the fangs but hairs from his face. Its body whipped and spasmed relentlessly as it began to slide into the pool of backwater. The blood and more poured onto his legs from where his sword still stuck, the tongue frantically tried to wrap around his waist, and he had nowhere to go. He breathed deep in the dark, feeling the water come up fast, and Liogan went under and down with the dying serpent.
Lavress looked for where to place his edges, not knowing how much life in the beast there was left. The creature sank slowly, and the elf drew his bow and nocked an arrow. He hoped that Liogan had not been swallowed, waited one moment, then fired below the gills and into the chest. The serpent sank more, now submerged and out of sight, and Lavress looked around for Liogan Andellis. He found nothing, not his blade, not a drop of blood. Lavress turned left toward the grate, yet there was no knight there either. The water stilled. A cloven claw floated up, then the other, but nothing else.
Lavress dropped his bow and quiver, closed his eyes in silent prayer, and stood over the edge to dive in. His senses saw something moving up, something shiny, moving back and forth under tha water. He drew his blades.
A broadsword emerged and clanked loudly on the edge of the pool, then a hand, and then Liogan pulled himself up and gasped for air. “Help please.” He whispered.
Lavress smiled, thanking Seirena in thought for his companion’s survival. He pulled Liogan out of the water, checked him over, and noticed he was barefoot but otherwise unharmed.
“It got my boots. Bastard serpent, I liked those boots.” He stifled a laugh and let Lavress help him to his feet.
“Ssshhh, well done, but quiet now, it could come back and we need to move.” Lavress whispered and motioned toward the opening where the grate had once been.
Liogan shook his head. “It won’t come back, I killed it, trust me. What did you think I was doing down there?”
“I don’t know, I..I was coming..how did you…?” Lavress was surprised, assuming his young companion was caught in terror of things he had never seen.
“How? A good teacher I suppose.” Liogan thrust his blade forward, recreating a slow stabbing lesson, one which he retained while underwater in the deathgrip of a dying sea serpent.
Lavress smiled again and the two cautiously stalked ahead through the small opening. The tunnel and chambers ahead were much more dry, dimly reflected the torches beyond, and the sound of men could be heard talking in the distance. Corner to corner, passage to dark passage, the two dashed in quick steps through the underground of Valhirst.
The elf paused, raised his hand, and motioned with a sideways nod for Liogan to get close to him. The knight followed his eyes beyond his pointed ears, and saw two men ahead by an alcove. Both dressed in black, both with masks up over their noses, and both taking turns at an underground latrine. Then, both men, the one relieving himself and the one waiting for the same, came to attention as more men arrived. Lavress listened close while he and Liogan watched a group of ten men, led by an immense panther and a man in shining gold armor and a flowing cape, stop before the two masked guards.
“My prince, what an unexpected visit. And master Vermillion of the South, master Oggidan, and his…pet…” The guard stood while the other pulled his trousers up and buckled quickly, both staring at the strange black feline.
“You may call me Crrrimson of the Norrth, now open the cells.” To the surprise of the guards, the panther with a patch over one eye spoke to them. Farrigus smiled at the looks in their wide eyes.
“One hour, Farrigus, no more, then you gather your men and meet me in the courtyard. I have a warring king awaiting. Jehrale, stay with him, Oggidan with me.” Johnas turned, ignoring the bows and formalities, and marched back the way he came. 
“Yes, Prince Johnas.” The panther and cloaked man beside it spoke in unison.
The keys jangled nervously, the bars were unlocked, and the panther that spoke strode in with the dark robed man, silent as the grave. Lavress motioned to Liogan with his eyes to back up. They went round a corner, and the blades came up again from the wood elf hunter. He made a motion with his falcata and kukri opposed and horizontal, his arms wrapped around an invisible foe. His elbows were high, then his blades cut in and across, as if he were slicing a throat from behind.
Liogan nodded, reluctantly, then looked to his broadsword. He paused, then he heard Prince Bryant moan and the echoes of war above, remembered the finger he had seen, and that his kings only son would be hung soon if they did not rescue him. He met the eyes of Lavress, and nodded. The two infiltrators snuck toward the guards by the underground latrine, quiet as death, ready to kill.
 



Exodus IV:III
Outer Ruins, Kingdom of the Crescent Moon
Morning light had never been so dark and treacherous as it was now. The hours had passed without a sound, no army of the dead came hunting Shinayne or Azenairk, and there was no sign that such a force had existed previous. The five companions had a minimal meal, as none could get their minds off of what the elf and dwarf had recited to them of their midnight excursion. It seemed they were gone for hours, yet Gwenneth knew they were not. The wounds they should have had were not there either, not a cut in cloth nor flesh to give credence to their recounted battle in the night. No one doubted the words of their friends in the least, but trying to understand how things such as this occurred was difficult. Then came the hopeful western sunrise, then came the storm of storms with it.
The sunlight brought with it a terrible moan, like the dying howls of a thousand tortured souls. Winds came from nowhere and everywhere, dark clouds circled from the very ground and began to rise. From their vantage on the sandstone cliffs of the Temple Way they saw the forming of a gale turned swirling hurricane miles across. It covered the ruins in black thunderous gusts that followed the trench. Within moments, it was as dusk again, with all the cacophony of the cursed storm that was but silent rain the night before. The passage to the ruins was blocked by a force of cursed nature and angry air, surrounding even beyond the peaks of the Kaki Mountains to east and west, and sending rumbling warning to any within miles.
“So, armies of the dead and gone by night, and this storm blocks us by day! For such a holy place of myth, it certainly makes things difficult for visitors!” James yelled out his attempt at enlightening humor, having to get his voice over the winds that now whipped sand and debris to the air.
Zen shielded his eyes with his hand, as did everyone else. “We can’t go through that! Try and find a way around it, or do we wait for nightfall again?!”
“If we go south and east, we stay to this road and the cliffs, too dangerous!” Shinayne raised her voice over the gale. “We will be blown off the edge!”
“West means crossing in front of it for miles, likely to get lost in the haze and pummeled by all that it is throwing out! We won’t last long walking across it!” Saberrak the gray huffed out.
Heads held down, eyes all squinting, they stood staring at the storm for untold moments. A curved semicircle of peaks with a valley filled with ruins had lay before them, they knew it was there, and knew it was indeed what they had been searching for. Each breath brought a hopelessness that meant they would have to wait for night and the calming of the storm. In turn they each wondered about the innumerable dead they might face. If what Shinayne and Zen had been through happened again, they knew that getting inside the ruins was a lost cause.
“We go through it!” Gwenneth yelled, staff in hand, eyes staring back at the storm in defiance.
“How?” Saberrak flared his notrils at the black robed woman.
“I have a few ideas, trust me!” Gwenne smiled as the wind whipped her black hair straight back from her head. She looked to the staff of Imoch, the ancient carved runes in the dark redwood and the emerald atop both glowed, and let her know it could be of assistance.
Silent nods in the howling of winds appeared from James, the minotaur, Zen, and the highborne elf, all directed toward Gwenneth. Each waited for the approval of another, none too certain of what she could do against such power, but neither did they have any answers themselves.
Down off the Temple Way they pushed, the storm throwing unforgiving belts of wind at them with relentless ambition. An hour passed, it seemed as much more from their exertion at each step, and they had made it but a mile closer to the old ruined outpost. The hill was not visible in the dark gray morass of swirling anger, yet Shinayne and the last Thalanaxe guided them to where they knew it had been. Now their steps were heavy, labored, and breathing was as much a task as carrying forward. 
First one on all fours was Shinayne, her light frame started to lift and she dropped to the ground as to not be taken away by the storm. She looked back, barely making out the figures of her four friends, and then realized that nothing but darkness and impenetrable winds were in view no matter which way she looked. Large branches tossed overhead, old skulls bounced off the ground only to be sucked back up, and even small rocks flew through the maddening circle they were now inside.
James and Gwenneth crawled next to Shinayne, while Saberrak and Azenairk crouched and gathered close. The monotaur and the dwarf put their backs to the west, blocking some of the debris, and the five sat low and tried to catch their breath.
“I..I..cannot…breath…here…too hard!” James was gasping.
Grunts and squinting flinches from Saberrak let them know his back, despite the scale mail her wore, was taking a beating from the debris. The constant impacting of things large and small kept him quiet.
“Allright, we be in here now! And a stupid idea it was! Now what?!” 
“It seems to strengthen as we push on, before long I will be lifted up and you all will be---“ Shinayne was cut off.
“Be silent!” Gwenneth stood slowly, staff in hand, holding onto Zen with the other. She put her body directly behind the minotaur’s, letting his size block as much wind as possible. She concentrated, eyes closed, and reiterated some of the passages from the book Ansharr had given her, with her own verbage of the arcane mixed in.
“Usk ava, drixolin usxivian uhrr althiex!” Gwenneth Lazlette focused her energies and words through the staff and then back into herself, and then light radieated out her other hand. She had never channeled in such a fashion, yet the book mentioned that ancient wyrms cast in such a manner at times due to their inability at small complex arcane gestures. She continued to yell her newfound words in the draconic tongue over the storm. “Juriasi vughix amerxis vash vah!”
The staff glowed from the emerald, then the top rune, the second, and then the third of five took an orange flaming illumination. That arcane fire shot back into Gwenne’s hand, near Zen who jerked away quickly, and then they all saw her eyes glow with a flicker of fire. It was gone a moment later, yet she smiled as if something wondrous that only she could understand had just occurred.
“Athalies uduarte hivianis uhhrr!” White strokes of light erupted from her hands, dancing through the gale and touching each of her friends, arcing from one to the next and lastly back into her fingertips. 
Gwenneth hovered off the ground slowly, Saberrak grabbed for her before the winds took her, then stopped as she shook her head that she was fine. And she was, it was as if the winds held little sway on her glowing form. Lightning flashed, not of her own making, and the storm seemed to grow in fury. Bones and branches suddenly joined the low circling debris, determined to impact into her and her friends. Gwenne flared her eyes at the massive onslaught of remains and ruin, and despite no visible barrier, they arced up at the last moment and spun back harmlessly into the storm. Perspiration appeared on her brow, the concentration was beyond anything she had ever unleashed, but she spoke nonetheless.
“Breath slowly! Stomp your feet and head in!” Gwenneth shouted from above their heads, eyes flaring white now as an entire tree was forced away with her eyes, right before crushing them all.
Just as Saberrak went to speak his argument, white light entered his nostrils and mouth. Some form of the arcane was pulling fresh air from the storm and into his chest. Then the same occurred with Shinayne, then James and Zen. None rose from their cowering positions as the cursed hurricane continued to strengthen, pushing them down while threatening to draft them up should they stand.
“Get up, now!” She yelled. Gwenneth raised her arms, hovering in the gale, and a barrage of thousands of bones and skulls were directed away, surely sent by this willful storm of ages.
As they stood, hesitantly, orange flames licked and swirled at their feet, harmless fires that looked as claws and burned into the very ground. Their legs were heavy, arcane energies weighting them down, as each step produced a quick cindering mark into the cursed earth. Step by heavy step, through a storm that not even the loudest roar would pierce, the four companions trudged ahead. Gwenneth floated over them, yet Saberrak kept one hand on her robe, just in case.
By the hill with the ruined outpost they climbed, Shinayne nodding to them that this was where they had been before. Mouths opened for air, yet the drum and howl of wicked wind smothered any attempts at sound beyond its own. Thunder roared above but was an echo by the time it reached the ground. Gwenneth stopped, nearly half an hour of focus and she still had strength left, yet she pointed to a chasm that blocked their path. 
Zen nodded and pointed too, remembering the wide watery trench filled deep with the dead from last night’s scouting. He crouched at the edge, flaming boots licking and burning his stationary spot into the ground. There were no bones, no water to be seen, only the horrid whipping of winds and imbedded bones barely revealed as the stone and earth was torn away. He looked to the others, knowing that if they were to turn to the right, the winds would likely stop them in their tracks, arcane might or no. To the left, should they search for a bridge, would see them whipped with the currents of air and likely taken far beyond where they wished to go. Their only success had been pushing forward, keeping low, and knifing right through the unnatural storm. Going directly along or against it, even dropping into the trench with it, would likely be more than Gwenneth could counteract. The dwarven priest got to his knees, put his hands around his hammer and moons, and prayed louder than he ever had before.
“Vun vathur onri uthgav ir ven!” He pounded his fist to the earth as his friends took knee and watched. Only Gwenneth remained still above them all as she forced more arcane energy toward deflecting the worsening barrage.
Earthen roots of golden sandstone crept and grew from the edge, overlapping like vines of rock, slowly forming a bridge wide enough for ten men to walk abreast. Five feet, then ten feet out, then it began to slow and dissolve as the winds tore it to pieces and dust. The gale in the trench shot yellow for a moment, throwing the remains of the dwarf’s attempt across his face. Azenairk looked at his friends, receiving only desperate weary nods of thanks for his efforts. He gritted his teeth, looked up at the storm, and pounded both fists into the ground. He dug his fingers into the earth, yelling his prayers to Vundren even louder. His mind focused. I did not make it this far to be stopped by a ditch and a nasty breeze!
“I said, Vun vathur onri uthgav ir ven! Vun vathur Vundren cathduran agaste onri uthgav ir ven!” He twisted his fingers more in the ground, raised his head to the unseen sky, and repeated the chant as long as he could before taking another breath and continuing.
The golden rock shot forth again, fifty feet across, serpentine rock layering over and over, and this time shooting down into the trench as well. Supports of sandstone dove into the base of the thirty foot windswept chasm, and the bridge went out twenty five feet now. The storm raged, whipping the edge of the growing divine stonework with skulls uncounted. Pieces of stone broke off, then were covered by more sandstone vines as Zen pounded relentlessly upon the ground. His fist now held his symbol of Vundren, the other grabbed his warhammer, and his friends watched as he unleashed blow after chanting blow onto the ground he knelt upon. He stood, eyes squeezed shut and brow furrowed as he prayed , and then began to walk. The bridge he had divinely created was beyond sight across the chasm, at least fifty feet out or more. Step by step he walked,and he still chanted, as his form started disappearing into the cursed storm of wrath.
Gwenneth, fearless in her concentration, hovered across first and then set down to the bridge. The streaming current over the chasm the storm had created, were now too strong. Not seeing Zen ahead, not able to voice a word, the prodigal wizard watched the west for more bombarding debris.She walked, blindly following, and looked back to James and the others. They were right behind her, watching her steps. One by one, each holding onto each other, the four traversed the crafted sandstone bridge, searching for their dwarven friend. 
Before they were halfway, the earth shook and the storm howled even louder. It seemed angry that anyone would dare venture this far in. Gwenne held Shinayne’s hand, then the elf held James’, who in turn was being held by the shoulder by Saberrak.The four crouched now, small steps only, and even Gwenne’s arcane energies were being met equally by the vicious winds. Then, as sudden as a flash of lightning, a strong hand reached Gwenneth and pulled on her arm that held the staff. Barely making out the stocky dwarf through the gray and dark blue clouds that raced over them, she tugged the others, and crawled ahead with Azenairk’s assistance.
It stopped. The wind was behind them as if some barrier held it to the trench and outward alone. Fresh air, light breezes, and bright gray light welcomed them as they set foot beyond the sandstone bridge. They could breath, they could hear again, and the five companions stood reunited and looked south to where they had fought so hard to reach.
Shinayne’s aquamarine eyes widened, Saberrak stood tall and unstrapped his greataxes, and James wiped his face and beard twice in disbelief. Gwenneth felt tears welling in her green eyes and a smile of victory and curiosity crossed her mouth. Zen, smiling and unblinking, turned to his friends. 
He watched their eyes gaze from east to west, across the surrounding sandstone peaks just a mile ahead and towering over the valley, just as his eyes had minutes ealier. A sandstone road lined with white bricks twisted through the entire city to the peaks, landing high up the mountainside to a set of ornate golden doors as tall as two men, and each just as wide. Atop the peaks were dozens of small manorhomes of decorated stone, and even two castles with domed keeps and towers were built into their high curtain walls that lined the cliffs of the Kaki Mountains. 
Lower into the city itself, there were temples, none less than fifty feet high and some still stood twice that or more. To the eastern edge, the crenallations and building designs were intricate, detailed to age old perfection, and everything seemed built around dead trees of great size. The elven district it was for certain. In the near center of myriad homes and shops by the thousands, several streets ended around a tower of green and gray swirled marble, smooth and thin it was reaching into the gray skies. The center looked to hold open theaters, a temple district of seven towering cathedrals surrounding three others and connected by a maze or bridges, and each of the ten holy places looked different in architecture from the next. Their eyes followed to dwarven districts, stables long empty of steeds, canals that ran dry, and even giant gardens that held but dead vines and empty pots as large as wagons.To the western edge, more homes drifted into ruin, keeps crumbled into disarray, yet one structure still stood proud over the long lost city. 
A bronze set of four domes with crescent moon engravings  protected an open plateau of pillared sandstone. The raised dais was nearly five hundred feet across, shaded by the domes above, and held seats of stone pews enough for tens of thousands. The seats formed a semicircle around a higher stage of stone and pillars, and pure golden chairs by the dozens, all in curved rows, could be seen from even this distance.  Part castle, part auditorium, and part defensible keep, the western palace looked to be watching over its ruined city with an ages old eye, and ancient vigilance. 
No one could speak, none of them moved more than was enough of their necks and eyes to take it all in, over and again. Desolate, all was silent but for the whispering storm only feet behind them, yet it sounded as if it were miles away. The thunder faded as if it were not truly thunder, and only their slow deep breaths made much noise. Gwenneth stared at the green marble tower. Shinayne looked to the east and over the peaks, hoping the lost elven city of Tintasarn may also lay hidden beyond the Kaki Mountains. Saberrak watched the streets for motion, back and forth, never having seen construction nor size the likes he saw before him now. James looked to the temples, seeing the wrethed leaf of Seirena next to a feathered cross of Alden, the balconies connected by bridges from the seven to the three. His blue eyes caught statues of Gods and Goddesses that seemed to beckon, though were as still as their crumbling stone. He smiled and looked down to Zen. 
The dwarf was moving his mouth, teary eyed, but it was hard for him to speak. He whispered to them, holding back the swelling emotion in his throat, letting a few trickles of tear escape his eyes as he spoke.
“I guess the dwarves and history books was wrong, for I see the city o’ Mooncrest, aye I do, and the doors to Kakisteele beyond. Vundren be praised it exists, it truly exists, and we are here, though I still don’t believe me eyes. Someone had better warn whoever be here, that the last Thalanaxe has returned.” 
He chuckled softly and felt four hands touch his armored shoulders, he was not alone, and Azenairk Thalanaxe looked up to the sky. He hoped his family could see him now. He thought of his mother, his brothers, and thanked Vundren he and his friends were alive. “I am here father, we made it Papi, aye we did. Just as I promised ye’.”
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Her longsword was too heavy, her steps stumbled and she fell again, her steel helm tumbling across the soft moist ground. Katrina left it there, her attention was ahead, to the dark stain of days old blood that marked the hill. Crawling, starving, the queen of Willborne made it to the top and licked the small splattered puddle. It was Rynnth, she knew the taste, she felt the sensation on her tongue. It was fresh too, perhaps a day or less old. Katrina was close again. Her mind and will felt not the pull of the blood any longer, just a festering hate that would not sit idle.
How long she had been tracking the ancient and injured dragon, she did not know. Days, weeks, through sunlight and moonlight both she had followed her prey. South through the Misathi Mountains, southeast into the Hallowmoors, she had found her there many days back. Trolls were trying to scavenge what they had thought was a dead dragon, and Katrina had waited to strike. The battle had been bloody, the trolls by the dozens had burned to ash, but she had cleaved deep into a wingbone before Rynnth took flight. When she crashed again to the swamp, the queen of Willborne took part of her tail, three claws, and severed the useless wing from the dragon’s body before the wyrm swam deep into the swamps. 
Finding her way out, living off of moss, snakes, and cranes, Katrina now had a flightless adversary. Still, the trek due east had taken its toll on her. Hot harvest humidity plagued her with bugs and lice. The foul moisture of the swamps left her consumed with trying to make fire so that she could boil water and not die of thirst. Trolls hunted her while she followed bloody signs of the dragon eastward. The swamps gave way to higher ground, fogs and mist rose in the mornings and evenings, and she knew now that she had passed the borders of her kingdom. Why Rynnth would lead her back to Willborne, she had not a clue. Yet, determination and cause would not see her falter, and Katrina continued her stalking steps closer to the dragon she had vowed to kill.
Her attempt to stand and look from the hilltop was excrutiatingly painful. She looked below her armored plates, moved her shield to the side, and saw that a clawmark on her calf was dripping green and yellow puss. Red lines went in three different directions across her swollen leg. She saw the tip of a maggot worming around what was only a scratch from days past. She bent over, plucked it out, and winced as four more poured out with the release of warm white liquid down to her ankle inside her boot. Katrina wiped her hand in the small pool of still moist dragonblood, and smeared it across the infected wound. She grit her teeth as it burned and soothed at the same time. Her eyes flared red, not that she could see it, but she felt it in her vision. Her hand went for the wineskin, the one she had lifted from Veuric after she had killed him. Cupping her hand, Katrina scooped and poured the blood into the skin container, filling it halfway. She shook it and swirled it in her hand, then drank, just a swallow. 
Her body felt less fatigue, her aches and pains were lessened, and her hunger died away. A trick she had learned in the Misathi when she was a bound slave to Rynnth. It protected her from the flames, and now with her will strong and resistant, and the dragon’s weak and injured, she was a dangerous predator indeed. Katrina limped down the hill, picked up her helm and crown, and continued east.
The sun was burning her face every day as she marched alone after the dragon that had ruined her. Rynnth had made her queen, gave her power, but had also led to the deaths of eighty knights and captains from every noble house in Willborne, from the nobility that had survived her coronation that is. Faldrune, her minotaur bodyguard and mercenary enforcer, the one that dehorned Heathen the red of Valhirst, was dead as well. The selfish wrath the wyrm had forced upon her had left her and the dragon defeated. 
Now, Katrina feared being in the very kingdom she supposedly ruled. Willborne would have vengeance upon her, dragon to blame or no, and that revenge would be painful and fatal for certain. She recognized her surroundings, though it had been some years since she had been this far west. The keep and council of her forefathers of Willborne was due east, Claumoore was north several days, and Fort Tyl was perhaps only a day to the south. The hills held valleys of marsh between them, scattered with streams and groves of willow trees, and cattails sprung by the thousands with every turn or descent.
She stopped, she felt it and heard it in the same instant. Katrina turned behind a tree and slowly drew her longsword, her shield hidden as best she could, and she listened. Garbled and muffled moans, then the crunching of bones, and the pitter pat of blood onto the ground hinted that something large was eating. Wait for her to chew louder, make a move, then charge in Katrina. You can do this, she deserves death, and only you will have the chance to end it. The queen spoke to herself in her mind, over and over, biting her lip to hide the chance Rynnth could still read her thoughts. The pain seemed to preside over conscious thought, another trick she had learned while captive.
The chewing was louder now, another body of another something, just down a stream and through some trees, she felt the blood tell her. Her eyes opened red, her head and body turned in a flash, and Katrina raised her shield and charged in. 
“Aaaarrrhhh!!!” She screamed a battle cry into the grove by the bubbling tributary, hoping to startle the unsuspecting wyrm.
“Hhhhhsssssshh!!!” Rynnth returned with a hissing warning, protecting her meal of charred victims from the merchant roads. Though still massive, the dragon had more fresh scars than an army of men combined. Her one eye was but a rotted socket now, her tongue was little more than half a blackened strip of flesh, and the fangs on the left side of both jaws were gone. One wing was but a stump of bone protruding from her shoulder, her hind legs scraped uselessly behind, and her tail was missing at least twenty feet of the tip. Regardless of her weakened state, black scaled Rynnth’s mouth shot out flame for over a hundred feet, incinerating everything in sight, and she kept billowing until her breath gave out. When she stopped, all was black smoke and ash.
Stomp, stomp, stomp
Katrina had no hair left below her helmet line, her long braids burned off many times over now. Her armor smoldered, glowing hot in places, just like her shield and sword. Yet, her flesh felt not the bite of the flames, and she marched through the cinders and smoke, straight at the massive dragon. Her steps quickened into a rush again, staring through the billowing black as the injured wyrm had turned around once more to flee.
The queen of Willborne screamed another cry of hate, leapt up and dove off of a fallen tree, then plunged her hot blade into the spine of Rynnth. Her gauntlet grabbed the loosened and bloody scales, she pulled her blade free, and drove it down again into the back of her draconic foe. 
The wyrm hissed and screamed, thrashing from side to side as she clawed and scrambled ahead with her front legs. Her tail swished now like a snake, and even her good wing was assisting in motion. A third piercing strike stung like nothing she had ever felt before, and then her lower half felt no more. Her legs, tail, and abdomen went numb, the queen she once controlled had cleaved her spine. She lowered her head and slowed, hoping she could lure her huntress close and whip her horned skull around and end this torturous battle.
Katrina felt it, the dragon was slowing and dying, so she climbed up toward the head. Over the broken bone stump of a wing, across the hardened black scale ridges, and she stopped right at the base of the neck. Her blade raised up for a finishing thrust, and then all went dark and sparks of pain forced her eyes closed. Her last moments saw only black horns snap back, then it was over.She was falling, then her legs went end over end as she hit a tree, and her body was rolling down a hill. Her armor scattered and the straps tore loose, her helmet and crown rolled off again, and her shield was gone. 
She opened her eyes, gripped her sword, and looked at her leg. Broken, the bone piercing through above the ankle, leaving her with two bad legs. She heard the dragon shamble, try to crawl, and then she heard a long hiss as Rynnth’s breath let out and her body crashed to the stream. Katrina dared not breath, helpless as she now was. Her air went in slow, through her nostrils as she listened. An agonizing hour passed, and the wyrm had not inhaled, though she could not see over the hill to where she lay. Another hour, she knew Rynnth had not breathed nor moved, she knew her foe was dead in the stream.
Rynnth must be dead, must be, but I need to see it with my eyes. Katrina looked over fifty feet away, seeing the wineskin full of draconic blood she needed to heal and survive, and she slowly began to crawl from her broken position. Her fingers pulled her to her elbows, then she shuffled up the hill on the moist grass, determined to get the wineskin. Her pain was intolerable as she now felt much more than a leg broken in her body, and her mind swam with flashes of intense weariness and shock. She tried to see over the hill, to see the rotting corpse of Rynnth, but her head fell to the earth. As Katrina, queen of Willborne, faded into darkness, she heard horses and men. She heard yelling and boots and armor coming her direction as the sun burned bright above. She smiled, knowing that either way, she was unable to move and would surely be killed once recognized. She smiled, accepting at least she had taken her revenge on the dragon. Justice had been done.
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It was another world, another time it seemed, a place trapped in a storm and under gray skies for thousands of years. Nothing had changed, it appeared the ravages of war were still fresh scars upon the city of Mooncrest. It was quiet, far too quiet for a city that must have held half a million or more people during its time. There was no movement, no leaves on the trees, no grass to walk upon. They expected animals, birds, some life to have at least found a way in to nest and hide. Nothing was here. Though full of golden structures and sandstone grandeur, a skeleton of an ancient civilization was before them, just a shell of lost greatness to see and welcome.
First steps were taken, finally after an hour of stares and awe had passed. The five walked hesitantly into the empty remains of a once holy city, a place of temples and hope, a short lived kingdom of dreams and myth. Past the outer walls, then they went by the inner walls, all in crumbling decay. Shinayne strode alongside Zen, palms on her sacred blades of the white moon, Saberrak Agrannar was close behind with his axes in hand. James Andellis and Gwenneth stayed close to one another, still looking beyond the high rising metropolis and the mountains, taking it all in.
“Where to now, King Thalanaxe?” Shinayne grinned, not wanting to blink, as she toyed with her dwarven friend.
“Baah, don’t start that yet now, we have to get to Kakisteele first. Me guess is following that there central road, the one with the white markers of stone that leads up.” He thought of all the horrors he had heard over the years of this place. His mind recalled six-legged demons, devil women, ghosts of the dwarves, men, and soldiers of Altestan that still haunted this place. Zen saw none of that, though an ominous presence was here, somewhere. He thought of the dust, remembering his vow.
“I like the direct approach, no hiding or sneaking.” The gray minotaur huffed.
“Passes right by the tower and the temples, surely the best route for us.” Gwenneth smiled, looked to James, and then quickened her pace to match his.
“For us? You mean all of us, or you and James?” Shinayne shot the question back over her shoulder with a wide smile, one that was equally matched by Zen.
“Hhrrmmmph! Good question.” Saberrak snorted low and grinned.
“For all… of us, and…me and James…that…Shinayne what are…?” Gwenne turned a shade of red as she stumbled over her retort.
“I believe your chosen main road is fine, for all of us.” James, just as red beneath his beard and brown locks, spoke up over his raven haired companion.
“Splendid save there brave knight, already rescuin’ yer’ maiden and such, well done lad.” 
“I am no ones maiden, I will have you all know right---“ 
Gwenneth was cut off as both Shinayne and Saberrak raised their hands, crouched, and stopped not ten feet onto the road. Zen knelt down to the white bricks, James drew his griffon hilted blade and surveyed for a reason for the sudden halt, and Gwenneth focused on the staff and stretched out her senses of the arcane.
“Platinum. Tis not white bricks at all, they lined the very road to Kakisteele with precious platinum they did. Vundren’s blessed boots!” The dwarven priest rubbed his hand over the invaluable metal that dotted every ten bricks of the lining to the main road. He looked up to a bronze sign on a stone building and read it. “Vulanri Road. It’s in dwarven, part o’ it anyway.”
“And what does Vulanri denote?” Shinayne sensed motion ahead, so she asked without looking to Zen. Just as he touched and spoke, the elven swordswoman felt things change, many things, all across the ruins.
“It is the dwarven word for hope.” Gwenneth responded before the dwarf could, yet her senses were overwhelmed with things near and far that were radiating arcane glow in her eyes, mostly from the tower.
“Aye, Gwenne is right, in Agarian it’s hope. Cross street here is…odd…Gimmor Way, in Agarian this time, named for the green moon or the month I s’pose.” Zen looked out to the dozens of main streets, none as grand as Vulanri Road or Temple Way, yet they all went north to south, and were crossed by just as many from east to west. “Hells, we are gonna need a guide to find everything, ha!”
“One approaches, ask her then.” Saberrak pointed with an axe and lowered his horns as an old woman shambled toward them. He had watched her come out of a ruined home, silently, and she was walking very slow.
“There is nothing there, what are you talking about?” Gwenneth looked with both her normal sight and the arcane, she saw just an empty street, one of hundreds in every direction.
“I sense her, she is sad and wicked, but I can only make out a glowing shadow, nothing more.” Shinayne drew her blades and watched the strange spirit float toward them.
“I see her as well, Zen can you?” James waited, watching the old woman limp with her head facing the road, it looked as though her crooked neck could not lift up had she wanted to.
“I see nothin’, ye’ all be seein’ illusions or visions or somethin’.” The dwarven priest looked ahead, nothing moved, not anywhere. He pulled out his hammer and moons of finely crafted silver, and his eyes went wide. The old woman was right in front of him now, and he fell over onto his rump as he pulled his warhammer from his hip. She was not alone, he could see her plain as gray, and hundreds more behind her in the distance, just watching them.
The streets were suddenly filled with people, people dragging bodies and burying other people, none of them were there moments before. They looked real, though their colors were dark and dampened, and they cast not so much as shadow nor sound. Walking the sunless streets, wailing over their dead brethren, thousands mourned thousands in silence. Some hung from trees, others were nailed to crossed beams of wood, several hundred were in burning piles, many more lay impaled by spears. Dwarves there were, and elves, men, women, and children. Even infants were carried by their elders, all mouths open in terrible pain and suffering.
The fires cast no smoke nor smell, the wailing was not heard by their ears, only thier eyes took in the horror of the aftermath of war. Buildings fell without the expected crash to follow. Priests with symbols they had never seen, and some they had, presided over masses of graying figures that wept and held one another. Flags rippled from the temples, ones that could not be seen by Gwenneth nor Shinayne, but by the men for certain. Flags of white with a golden triangle behind three long identical dragons of black, and none of the ghostly citizens dared take them down. 
“By Vundren, look at the clouds.” Zen pointed a half mile up, directly at three black spheres like eyes that looked through the gray at the temple district. They were immense, two on the bottom and one above and centered, and as they glared down the people fled out the temples, gray folk long dead.
“Altestan, I see the three dragoned flags and triangle of Altestan. Same flags that were on the Headhunter warship in Harlaheim. They did this.” James looked past the old woman in ragged dresses to the forgotten carnage reenacting before him.
“The men may see for they are touched, they see what I remember, they do. What she makes us see, forever. For why have thou come to our graves eternal then, treasures or answers?” The old woman of gray hair amess and wrinkles uncounted looked with hollow black eyes to the five visitors, her voice a strange whispering song that all could hear, yet Gwenne and Shinayne could not see her.
“What goes on here, old ghost?” Saberrak huffed, now seeing the massive three black eyes from the sky widen, shadows pouring from their gaze into the temples. Black winged beings glided from the air, and landed behind the holy towers, and more people screamed. Many more.
“It is the judgement of Gimmor, of God, and kept for all eternity by Arabashiel. You see, and so you must be blessed by the fallen ones.” The old gray spectre snapped her bony fingers and the vision was gone, all of it disappeared. She turned her neck toward the again empty ruins, then back to the five in front of her and smiled. “No more, you should be here not, the Knights of the Crescent must be told.”
“We come to end it, to give ye’ freedom old spirit. This Arabashiel, she got six legs then I s’pose? Where she be then?” Azenairk stood, seeing only the lost city and this ancient ghost of a woman before him.
Her laughter was as if a thousand elderly women and men cackled through her. “Ha ha ha ha, he he he, ho ha oh oooh…a warrior, a slayer of immortals, is it the cursed archmage of the ember tower, the warlock of night I see before me? No, nay, tis not he. You be but a dwarf that follows a lesser being and seeks the mines. You will die.”
She passed through Zen, giving him raised hairs on his arms, and walked to Shinayne. “Blessed blades of the conquered moon, but survive you will not, elf. You will die.”
After passing through Shinayne, she hovered now to Gwenneth. “You can see me not, faithless one. I see you though, old archmage in the emerald, and you will not save her. You will die.”
The old ghost hovered before Saberrak. Two axes cut right through her as if she were air, and her grin met that of the gray minotaur. “Just checking.” He snorted.
“Foolish one, I know what you are and what you were. It matters not, your brothers have abandoned you to exile. You will die, spirit of Annar.” She hovered through him, and floated up to James.
James Andellis saw the empty stares from his friends, as if hope had been taken from them when the ghost spoke and passed them by. They moved little, as if a black cloud was over them that none could see. No one argued the spirit, no one asked her anything, they just stared. Something was happening.
“What curses does your mouth spit, old ghost?” The knight presented his blade and paced in circles while his friends eyes saddened and their heads looked to the ground. He would not let her touch him or pass through his body.
“Curses? No curses, let us talk of you then, failed one of---“
“No! Saberrak, Shinayne, get up!” James focused on his faith and hand, glowing a faint blue aura now, though no one was injured. He backed up more, seeing through this ghost of a woman, and his friends now relaxed and sat down on the road, oblivious to anything.
“They know now that hope is lost, let me tell you of it. Perhaps in this tavern over here, there is wine---“
“No! Silence! You servant of demons, your tricks hold no power over me!” The blue aura flickered and rose up the hilt of his blade from his hands, it had never done that before. 
“Tricks? No tricks, tis judgment and truth I speak, she sees you all, inside and out. Let me show you.” The ghastly hag smiled, her black eyes radiating shadow, and she reached for James.
“Tell her to find another messenger then!” He slashed his sword across her outstretched ethereal arm, hoping something happened. It did.
The transparent woman screamed a howl of pain, like a child that had never felt it before, and her arm vanished. She looked in horror as dust scattered to the city street, then up to the knight with blue flames licking the blade he wielded. “Who dares bring such power here, whom do you serve?”
“I serve Alden, the father of sacrifice. Now let my friends go!” James sidestepped, the ghost and he walking circles in the ruins under gray skies. 
“The son has no power here, you are mistaken, knight. And you must not enter.” The haggard woman with one arm rushed in flight toward James. 
He swung his griffon blade, yet she had vanished and reappeared behind him. He rolled to the left, stood and swung again, yet she was inhumanly fast now with a strange fear in her dark eyes. His blade caught air, and she dove straight for his tabard, hand grasping for the red feathered cross on his chest. Just as she went to pass through him, he grabbed for her head with his glowing blue hand. His thumb was on her ear, fingers across her face, he felt her as if she were real, and the blue glow intensified.
“I release you, tell your mistress you are forgiven and at peace!” James focused on healing the woman, the ghost with no flesh, and the blue light smothered her body. Starting with her head, the ghostly visage became dust that poured to the stone at his feet. He felt her power fade, heard her screams of agony and ecstasy the same, and watched as her form solidified only to disintegrate by his hand.
“The mother! Tell the Knights of the Crescent that Seirena comes for her son and revenge!  She is guised as …tell …. Aaaahhhhhhhh!” The spectre of the woman screamed warnings to the empty air as she turned to dust, then she was gone.
The blue light faded from his hands and blade. James was frozen, his hand grasping what was no longer there, sword ready in a high guard. He blinked, then looked over to his friends. They shook their heads and blinked as well, then they stood quick and turned around. 
“What happened, where did she go?” Shinayne twirled her blades and searched with her senses and eyes, she saw nothing of the old woman.
“James, ye’ allright son?” Zen spun, hammer in one hand, hammer and moons in the other. He heard it, howling and screams far in the city, not in any language he understood.
“She is gone, I released her.” James relaxed, yet heard the sounds as well.
“What are they chanting, that noise I hear?” Saberrak huffed, still shaking his head to clear his mind. For many moments, he had felt being here was hopeless and that he would die here, or was already dead. He looked around for the old woman, growling, knowing she had done something to him and his friends. The chanting was louder now, mens voices.
“Sssshhh.” Gwenne listened closely. “It is in ancient Altestani, they are preparing for war. They are praying to Yjaros, praying to be blessed in battle by God against the invaders that have dared cross the storm. Five…invaders…to be exact. Servants of the one eyed…mother?”  
“We need to seek cover, and no more talking to ghosts.” James pulled his shield from his back and marched up with his friends.
Stomping boots and opening gates of steel could be heard from the inner ruins, sound that denoted this was no apparition. Horses whinneyed, men yelled to other men, and sandstone dust kicked into the air from near the temples. No one waited to see what it was. The five companions ran to a nearby inn, partially collapsed, and entered through the missing door. More yells and battle cries in a tongue only Gwenneth could understand went out through the ruined city.
“They are calling to the one who masks himself with deception, that hides with the torn one yet worships a woman? And---“
“---And the one that killed the priestess of Arabashiel, the one that committed blashphemy against God. I understand it perfectly, and I do not care for this place.” Saberrak Agrannar the gray put his back to a wall inside the structure. He looked at James with a serious curiosity as to what he had done to the ghost. The minotaur received the same look from his friends, especially Gwenneth, as to how he could know what was being spoken in the ancient tongue of Altestan.
Hidden in the shadows of a a forgotten inn, just inside the outskirts of Mooncrest, the five waited for an army they had not yet seen to come for them. No one spoke, but everyone was praying to someone or something, even Gwenneth.
 



Balric IV:I
Underground Sewer Tunnels, City of Harlaheim
“Should heroism be based on the sum of one’s failures, the world would have no hope. Men would then fear to stand. Heroes are made from their defeat, it is why we carry on when no one else would dare.” ---words of Sir Foltaires the Pure, Holy Knight of Alden, last bearer of the Shield of Shanador. Spoken while Saint Tarumin knighted his forty three remaining men at the Battle of Arouland, one hour before they faced the surrounding Altestan Armadas numbering over two hundred thousand strong. Circa 0 A.D. day of the reckoning flood.
 
“What do you mean he is gone, where did he go? Damn it all!” Balric D’vrelle even ran faster through the unlit tunnels, seeing nothing besides the two men beside him.
“If I knew that, I would not be searching every tunnel by torchlight, now would I, Harlian? And no cursing.” Lord Rodreigo dell Amarr swished his torch to the left, nothing. He kept on ahead, curved and decorated shamshir in hand.
“Tracks, I see muddy tracks on the stairs there, to your left.” Sir Sebastian Caunerier, the recent Lord Knight Errant, sprinted ahead, spotting muddy bootprints, a recent sign of passing. While ascending the lower steps to fetch their meals, Richmond the Second had slipped out from the tower of Kalzarius this morning, had made it through the ancient tombs and found a secret passage into the sewers.
“I see them, hurry.” Balric turned left and ran harder. He had stopped Richmond, the former king of Harlaheim, from slitting his wrists twice this past two weeks. His misery at hearing of Phillip taking his throne, rumor of war with Willborne, and his drinking as result, had been exhausting for those that protected him in hiding to deal with. 
Up the stairs they went, far from the safety of Kalzarius’ tower and the wizard Cilano. Covering their faces, following torchlight, they now all reeked of all the delights the sewers had to offer. The trail was easy to follow in the thick sludge, whether moist or hard, and after almost and hour they could hear footsteps ahead. Another three turns and climbs of stairs and there was a glimmer of torchlight not far off. 
“Richmond!” Balric yelled down the corridor which was now leading up to central Harlaheim. He knew these tunnels well from his early days undercover in the White Spider.
“My king, stop!” Sebastian called out, still loyal despite all that he now knew of his sire.
Bright light blinded them, the light of a sunny day poured in as a sewer grate slid open to the city streets above. The tunnel crawled with roaches, rats, and things one would not notice without such light. For a moment, it was horrifying.
Smash!
Clank!
Darkness reigned once more as the three men reached the ladder, their feet crunching on broken glass from a tossed bottle of wine, empty for certain. Rodreigo climbed first, passing the torch back to Sebastian and drawing a curved dagger and placing it between his teeth. Sir Sebastian passed the light back to Balric and climbed next. The Harlian swordsman spy did not hesistate, dropped the torch as Sir Rodreigo slid open the metal disc, and rushed up the ladder. They all squinted a second time as daylight and fresh air hit them square in their faces.
Up onto Meudaives Street, the northern district of the city, the three scuddled into an alley behind the merchant bazaar. Jewelry and charms to their right, exotic furs to their left, and everywhere there were thousands perusing and huddling in and out of shops and carts. 
“We will never find him here, impossible.” Sebastian muttered. 
“I am more worried about someone finding us. There are likely five hundred men at arms throughout the northern markets on Solumday morning. Everyone in Harlaheim knows the best prices are today, before the end of the week when the pubs overfill with lazy merchants spending their coin. Guards and people will be double normal. We need to blend in.” Balric looked to Rodreigo and eyed the Caberran man’s bracelets, chains of gold, jeweled earrings, and small but full coinpurse. 
“Very well, as you noble Harlian men of the feathered cross are with less, Caberra will offer assistance.” Lord Rodreigo crept out of the alley and skulked over the to carts with robes, furs, and everything made of cloth and exotic animal pelts. 
Sebastian rubbed his shaved head and stroked his goatee. His king was getting further away by the moment. He pulled the tabard depicting the crowm and rose of Harlaheim off, drew his heavy rapier, and marched out of the alley. A firm hand on his arm stopped him. He looked up to the ominous shadows of the sky rising buildings, feeling smaller than ever under the immense construction of his ages old city. With a shrug of his shoulder, the once knight, now wanted vigilante, spun away from Balric. 
Slam!
Balric anticipated the delayed maneuver and planted Sir Sebastian into the wall, forearm under his chin, held tight. “You go out there, crown and rose or not, and you will be noticed.”
“I will not hide away forever while my king tries to take his life, or worse, to be found by those that will take it for him.”
“He is no longer king, and the three of us are all that remain loyal to keeping him alive.Kalzarius helps, but he is not going to fight for Richmond. If you are found, we are found, and the guillotine is the best offer we could hope for then, knight.”
“Then the blade and the basket it is, spy. I do not fear death, and the last shred of honor and chivalry I have left is with---“
“Do not try upon my conscience, I know what ideals you serve. I serve the same, just by different methods. I pray for forgiveness from Alden, I have loved, served, and lost all, same as you, Sebastian.”
“Then why do you hesitate, why am I the one that feels to run after him and to hell with the chances of capture?”
“Because that illusion, the dream of knowing you serve something better than any other, has left me. Long ago in fact. I sought to bring that corruption down, so that I may feel it again. You still search for it in Richmond.” Balric lowered his fierce gaze from Sebastian’s eyes and breathed out. His clenched jaw relaxed, just a bit. “I wish I felt as you did, unfortunately I have replaced hope with fact.”
“Then let me go after him.” Sebastian let his tension down a notch as well.
“We will all go after him, just wait. You have led half the men in Harlaheim in one form or another, your fame as a knight and as a wanted man will be our ends should you be recognized.”
“Why? Why do you wish to save him? You and Rodreigo had missions to do just the opposite, one from the Aldane and one from Caberra.”
“I do not know why, but if either of us wished him dead, it would have been done. I know the alternative, I know Johnas Valhera, and I will be damned if I sit and let him rule my homeland, whether here on the throne or the shadow behind it. You cannot do this alone. We wait for Kalzarius to return from his friend in the mountain, as agreed. No one needs die here, not yet.” Balric turned toward the street, a man in brown monk robes lined with fur approached, hood covering his head in the heat and a walking stick in his hand.
“What have I missed? Is this a Harlian idea of staying hidden and inconspicious?” Rodreigo spoke from behind the cowl, then tossed two more monk robes of similar make to Balric and Sebastian, who both looked ready to kill or kiss one another in the alley. He assumed the former was the more probable than the latter, yet Harlaheim was not Caberra.
Without more than a sideways glance for retorts, the two Harlian men donned the robes, took the sticks, and pulled the hoods up over their heads. The three wanted men, wanted for the false death of the man they had been hiding, stepped into the merchant streets of the capital in search for their missing king. Guards marched the streets in sets of four, soldiers of the Crossguard Legion of the Aldane were posted in platoons of one hundred, and the city seemed a militant state more than a mecca for trade and antiquity. Bright blue banners with red feathered crosses fluttered over tightly formed legionaires marching in steel plate armor. The purple and black tabards over chainmail with the golden crown and rose were everywhere. Yet, three old monks, hunched over with walking sticks to guide them, made through the streets at a quick pace.
They heard it before they saw it, everyone within three blocks likely did. Hands now under their suffocating garments, blades gripped unnoticed, they made through the thickening crowds to the voice they knew too well.
“I am Richmond the Second, your king lives! Charge the castle with me and end---“ His rallying lecture, atop a fruit cart next to his own statue, received overwhelming laughter and ridicule. Then it received old vegetables, rotted fruits, and even horse dung through airborn retort. He deflected some hardened dung with a rather full and fresh bottle of wine, yet the softer projectiles impacted all over his purple velvets and regal attire. It matched the sewer stains rather well.
Richmond, curly hair full of filth, unshaven for weeks, stared down his long nose and drew a golden rapier. Eyes turned, not toward this drunken fools’ rhetoric, but the glint of gold caught many eyes. “Your king Phillip is an imposter, he was the seneschal only, and supplanted me with shapeshifting creatures that---“ 
“Richmond was a fool, he’s dead man, give it up!” A brown head of lettuce launched from the crowd and splattered over Richmonds back.
“He be lookin’ for coin is all, throw him a copper bit to shut him up then!” Bits of coin, small rocks, and foreign objects descended toward the dirty man with filthy velvet.
“You insolent fools, you wretched disloyal peasants! Do you not know your king when he speaks?! You owe me fealty and my rule to be---“ Richmond suddenly heard applause arise from the crowd, clapping, cheers and laughter. He smiled and began to bow, then felt the tip of a blade at his back, then another, and then a strong arm grabbed his arm with the rapier.
“Finally, the church sends aid to the drunkards that pose as our lost kings! Hurry priests, there are two more at the south end!” More laughter erupted as three robed men drug the drunken man pretending to be the late Richmond the Second off of the fruit cart.
“Let me go, I am no false---“ A hand covered his mouth, a hand with rings and finely manicured nails, and golden bracelets. Richmond looked up to the cowls three, seeing the face of Rodreigo first, then Balric, and then Sebastian.
“My liege, this is folly. Would you care to live and see justice done, this is not the path.” Rodreigo took the rapier, scabbard, and sheathed it under his robes.
“I spit on Caberra! You and yours likely had a hand in this, through Rosana, something. Take your shining trident and shove it where---“
“My king! Please, if you continue this, we are dead men. Show me that I serve something better, that you want something more than this." Sebastian lifted the bottle from his hand and tried to wipe some of the food from his clothes.
“There is nothing, nothing to gain. I have no castle, no army, no crown…and Saint Erinsburg is empty. The people are gone, no sign of Lord Cristoff or Queen Rosana, and I made that happen, I ordered it burned. I wish only to die on my throne, in my castle, like my noble forefathers.” Richmond was drunk, tearing, and smelled of rotten food and sewage. “You are released from your service to me, Sebastian Caunrenier.”
“I am afraid you now longer have any power to order or release anything, Richmond. Yet, I have never been one to give up easily. So, if you wish to see these things undone, to see some form of honor restored, you need to fight, and you will need to be forgiven.” Balric surveyed the area. Merchants were talking to Harlaheim guards, pointing toward them as they held the former king to the ground behind the carts.
“Forgiven? I doubt that anyone will allow that, perhaps in hell they will.” Richmond wiped his brow and eyes as he chuckled.
“We need to get to a warehouse, south of here, near L’Herrim Square. I have contacts there, an underground cathedral to the Broken Wing of the Aldane. Their assistance to the church will be helpful.” Balric looked again, more guards were arriving.
“Oh yes, the great spy speaks. Tell me, D’Vrelle, what could you possibly do to assist me?” 
“For now, getting you out of here, alive. Rodreigo, Sebastian, to our right. Harlaheim guard approaches, let us move. Come, king of velvet stench, time to save you from yourself.” Balric, assisted by his cohorts, pulled the former ruler of Harlaheim to his feet.
Arms around their quarry, the spy, the knight, and the Caberran lord took Richmond fast through streets and alleys leading south. Past the Library Fastine, under the Valacanal Bridge, and even crossing the Saint Chatephes Garden out of the northern merchant center they went. Sweat poured from the three men in heavy brown robes, the sun was gloriously bright, and the wind spared them no quarter. Turning right down an alley between the Saint Gavriel Cathedral and the Wynnegarde Museum, the four headed now for the western edge of the port district. Gargoyles loomed from corners, this part of the city was old and tarnished, and most buildings were downtrodden and empty.
“You there!” It echoed behind them.
“Run men, they decided to follow.” Balric whispered. He knew if they were caught with Richmond the Second, their deaths would be long, public, and painful. 
“Stop in the name of Harlaheim and King Phillip!” In front now, they had two squads, then they heard more. A third squad from the south yelled as they heard their brethren in pursuit, boredom on dock patrol, more than anything, else drove them to get involved. 
“You priests are ordered to halt!”
“Now what, are we close?” Lord Rodreigo dell Amarr followed, one arm on his shamshir under the heavy garments, the other on the former king.
“Surrounded, no use.” Sir Sebastian held his king while he looked back, then forward, then to his right. Twelve men of the Harlaheim guard had them cornered with nowhere to go but north toward L’Herrim Castle, the last place they would find sanctuary.
“Two blocks ahead in the deadend alley, on the left, knock twice on the unmarked wooden door, then enter. It is a safehouse of the Broken Wing, go!” Balric took the robes off over his head and tossed them to Sebastian. He drew his saber and shortblade, the guards picked up their pace, and he resolved that they would have to be held here otherwise they would be led to the underground cathedral. 
Another set of robes were slung over Sebastians shoulder, those of Lord Rodreigo. He twirled his engraved and bejeweled curved shamshir in his left, matching dagger in his right. “Caberran honor will not abide letting one Harlian stand alone against twelve. Besides, my blades have been idle for far too long.”
“Make that three on twelve.” Sir Sebastian drew his rapier a moment after the three sets of monk’s robes hit the cobblestone. 
The drawing of twelve rapiers was nearly simultaneous, Richmond put his back to the wall, and his three protectors took stances around him and glared at the Harlian guard.
“Priests do not often carry blades, nor smuggle drunkards to the docks. Stand down, drop your---“ The sergeant was cut off by another guard from the other detail.
“By Alden, that is Sir Sebastian, and the bishop from Chazzrynn!” All eyes went wide as he spoke it.
“The Caberran Prince as well, then that must be…”
“King Richmond?” One of the guards whispered and began to take a knee. Realizing he was the only one, he quickly stood back en guard. 
“My loyal guards, it is me, your---“ Richmond started to bow in his drunken state.
“Richmond is dead, we all were on duty for his funeral. This is an imposter.” Another spoke up.
“I thought the body was stolen, how was it at the funeral?”
“True there, but they said these men are the ones who stole it, killed the priests too. Send for a capitan, now!”
“I would not do that if I were you. Everyone just stay calm now, I can explain everything.” Sebastian looked to the men, some of which he had seen before, but he did not remember any names.
“These men are enemies of the crown, of King Phillip. They killed the king, but who is…?”
“I said go fetch a capitan, private, that means now! These are wanted men.” The sergeant demanded.
“If you take one step from here, you will leave us with little choice but to kill each and every one of you. If you value your lives, ignore that order private, Sir Sebastian is---“ Balric had him stopped, eye to eye, then the sergeant yelled over him and took a step closer with his blade.
“Silence! By order of King Phillip of Harlaheim, you four men are under arrest. Lay down your blades and no harm will come to you.” The twelve men drew closer.
“Such promises sergeant, but I feel we are obliged to decline.” Lord Rodgeigo bowed slightly, smiling from his handsome mustache and trimmed thin beard, then resumed his stance.
“Take them!”
Just as the guards took their first steps in, Balric dashed ahead, chopped his saber across two blades, and drove his shortblade into the sergeant’s chest. He quickstepped back, deflecting rapier slashes as he went, and then crossblocked and lunge meant for his neck.
Rodreigo spun his shoulders into a twirling dance, his dagger leading with parries as his shamshir crosscut the lunging points of the guards. Steel rang on steel as he weaved, then he stopped. Both his edges cut low then high, and the shamshir sliced two men down in a silver flash.
A guard screamed as the point of Sebastian’s rapier claimed his life through the heart. Another dropped from a slash through the thigh, yet two points came right for the former knight of Harlaheim. One he ducked, only receiving a nicked earlobe. The second drove deep into his shoulder and hit bone.
“Richmond, go!” Balric sidestepped and slashed his sword across a guard’s neck, ran toward the wall, and kicked off of it. As he turned in midair, he dove both his blades past the collarbones of his two remaining opponents. He rolled across the alleyway, grabbing a rapier from a fallen soldier, and was up on his feet in the blink of an eye. The rapier flung from his hand, a brutal overhand throw, and went end over end until it landed into the private that had decided to run for a capitan. Balric stepped over to his weapons, drew them from the dying men, and watched the young guard fall to his knees with the rapier clean through him.
The feinting of a dagger and then the dancing slashes from the shamshir were dizzying to watch. Two rapiers seemed to only think of attack before being parried and riposted. Both guards backed up three steps, feinted long swings, then lunged point first at Rodreigo. As their rapiers reached where he should have been, the one on the right felt the sting of steel under his ribs and through his mail shirt. His cohort turned and swung high, his blade met the curved dagger, and then the air rushed out his lungs as the curved sword ran him all the way through. Rodreigo went back en guard.
Sir Sebastian kept his back to the wall, his parries were slow, and he was losing blood. The guard with the thigh cut had gotten up, and the two others had him pressed hard just deflecting mortal stikes. He feinted to back up more, then quick cut twice, gashing the neck of one guard and disarming the other. A lunge from between them, from the injured man, landed in Sebastian’s stomach and nicked the wall behind him. He dropped to a knee, yet drove his point into his wounded adversary, up through the throat. The guard that was disarmed grabbed a rapier from the street, raised it back, and plunged it down at the helpless Sebastian Caunrenier.
Clang!
Swish!
“Aaarrhhh…”
Thump, thump
Sebastian, bleeding from his abdomen, ear, and shoulder, looked up to the guard that should have been his end. He watched a golden rapier, in a perfect parry, stop the blade he was incapable of blocking himself. He saw it riposte with a horizontal slash that started high, then went low last second, and cut clean across the neck of the guard. The exact cut he would have used, perfectly timed.The man fell to his knees, then his body fell across Sebastian, draining blood all over his armor and legs. Sebastian looked up and saw Richmond guarding over him, holding his golden rapier with a white knuckle grip, trembling as he watched the blood drip from the edge. Sebastian smiled, and fell to his side on the cobblestone.
He saw Balric over him, then Rodreigo as well, they were talking to him. He did not hear a word, just smiled as they stuffed torn clothing on his wounds. He saw serious looks on all three faces above him.  He saw Richmond tearing his velvet clothing and trying to help. Sebastian could not feel his legs, nor his arms, and Harlaheim had grown very cold all of the sudden. As they carried him, his head fell back limp, but he saw the bodies in the alleyway. They had won, three on twelve and the victory made his smile so wide it should have hurt. But all went dark, there were stairs now behind him, they had made it inside the hidden sanctuary. Now he was on a table of wood, and everyone was moving fast around him.
Torchlight now, but very dim it was, and still the men did not smile as he did. Something was not right and Sebastian spoke.
“Why…such troubled faces…after a noble…victory for our…king?” Sebastian forced himself partway up with his elbows, then he saw. The table in this dingy warehouse was covered in dark blood, his blood, all over his waist and legs. He fell back on the wooden table, Rodreigo and Balric working hard at trying something to stop the bloodflow, but he could not hear it. He saw Richmond’s head lay down on his chest, yet he could not move to embrace his king.
“Alden be… praised you.. are safe. I go… to meet God now, your majesty, Balric, protect him, by… your… leave…sire… Long…live…the…”

His eyes remained open, brown orbs staring at the ceiling while His once king remained holding him. His mouth was open as if he had more words, yet no sound nor air came forth. Balric stopped working on his injuries after another minute, Rodreigo as well. Both men took a knee, bowed their heads, and made the symbol of the feathered cross upon their chests. Richmond the Second would not move, and remained with Sir Sebastian Caunrenier, his tears falling onto his most loyal knight, loyal long after any loyalty would have been expected, until his end.
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“Well met, Larens of Guidance, I assume you know me from my visits here?” Kalzarius bowed as best he could, his age allowed half bows to anyone.
“I do, you are the great mage of Harlaheim. Ansharr speaks highly of you, and often. It is good you visit her.” Larens helped the white and gray robed man on his left arm, while Kalzarius used his staff with his right. Birds flew past them from overhead in their southern migration. It was warm by the pool at the top of Soujan Mountain, and the breezes at this height were more than pleasant. Larens smiled, admiring the old mage for such travels in his late years.
“I wish your place had less protections against the arcane though, then I could tansport myself all the way up you see.” He smiled back, just as much from reaching the entrance to Ansharr’s cavern as to the mysterious man with bright eyes and a neverending care on his face.
“I wish it had more, truth be told on the matter.” 
“Be that as it may, just make sure you and yours have someone down there to help old men like me up.” The old master of the arcane chuckled. “How is it I get so lucky every time I teleport here, to have one of your secretive order passing by?”
“It is not luck, great Kalzarius, we sense you coming.” Larens corrected.
“Is that so? Hmmm, takes me all of less than half a minute to get from the top of my tower to below your little lake, via arcane powers mind you. How could you get there so fast from inside the mountain?”
“Ansharr, the great dragon of Soujan Mountain, told us once that you have many secrets.” Larens smiled, touching the longsword at his side as if it had spoken to him and he was politely letting it know not to interrupt.
“She did? Well I do, I suppose I do, yes.”
Larens placed his hand on the shoulder of old Kalzarius. “As do we, my friend.”
“Ha, well put Larens, well put indeed. May I?” He gestured to the mouth of the cave with his hand.
“You are awlays welcome, your spirit holds a kindness to it that makes me smile for no other reason than being near you. Besides, a close friend of Ansharr would never be given less than our protection and hospitality. But, she is weary now Kalzarius, so do not expect long conversation.” Larens bowed to the old visiting legend of magick from Harlaheim.
“Why is she so---“
“Come in, my young friend. Let us talk of me where I can see you at least.” Ansharr’s warm but deep voice, befitting a wyrm of her age and size, resonated throughout the cavern and its perfectly crafted entrance. The glow of red and orange flames, both real and arcane, still shone out despite the sun high overhead.
“Two thousand apologies, dear Ansharr.” The old man walked in, upright and proud, his long gray speckled beard and whisps of hair flowed then stopped as he rounded the corner. “Ahhh, awe inspiring as always, your cavern and treasures are…”
Kalzarius stopped his flattery, his enormous friend was chained at each hind leg, each forearm, and around the neck. The iron links glowed with a golden arcane radiance and were fastened into the walls of her chamber, then she raised her neck as high as she could and smiled down to him. He froze, at first in shock, then anger, and then he felt his left eye tear a bit.
“It is at my request, remember? Do not look at me that way, it is why I asked for your help on the matter.” Ansharr lowered her head, nudged her nose toward Kalzarius, and finally received a patting hand on her scales. Her red eyes with silver flecks and streams were taller than the old mage by three feet, her claws as long as two of him, yet her gentle nature was evident beyond her red and black scales and intimidating span.
“I know, I just assumed this was precautionary, was all. It is serious then, it is true?”
“My mother calls, calls to her children and all of her blood. She is ancient, vengeful, and in great pain. I hear her every waking moment, it is hard to resist.” Ansharr let her head and neck rest on the dark stone, flames reflecting in her eyes from the chamber in the mountaintop.
“You cannot simply refuse, she is that powerful?” Kalzarius reached in his robes and produced a scroll of green leaf parchment with a golden band of vines holding it rolled shut.
“She is, she is one of the five remaining of her age, the oldest of our kind. It is part of our heritage, a draconic issue, yet should I go to her…I may be at her command. And that I cannot do.”
“Perhaps you could assist her, talk with her, something of---“
“No. Kalzarius, have you ever seen a litter of kittens born?” Ansharr interrupted.
“Why, yes, when I was young I suppose. Why?”
“In that litter, some looked as the father, some the mother, and some mixed, correct?”
“Yes, and then there was always one that was different, that went on his own and…”
“Exactly. I know not of my father, surely he is gone for I feel him not. My mother, is of the northern blood, vengeful and full of hate. And so it is with her children, all but me. I have the conscience, the emotions, and love for things that few of my remaining kind have. I believe, that odd cat or runt of the litter as you would call it, is what would best describe me and my children far to the west of here.”
“So you hide, resist the calling, and keep here to protect …whoever it is you protect down there. Your mother…” Kalzarius prodded.
“Rynnth, her name is Rynnth. The dragon of Willborne she was for thousands of years, long ago. She desired worship, and sacrifice for her children and their children as well. I had thought her dead for the last millennium, until just a few months ago. I felt her awaken, felt her anger, and now she is returning from the west in great need of her offspring. I know the calling, I know she would have me burn cities and kill and feast. That is why I sent you to Gualidura.” Ansharr was drifting, her eyes focusing on nothing, her words slowing as if something were drawing them away.
“I believe that my time with Queen Ganidaea Chaldre was invaluable to us both, and to our friends that seek the lost cities to the west.” Kalzarius raised his voice, without yelling, but to get her attention back.
“Yes, you saw them then?”
“I did indeed, through her pools and mists. I say, the interwoven threads of her powers with the fey, the arcane, and her savage worship to the Goddess are remarkable. She had visitors that asked many questions of me, some I could answer, some I could not.” The old wizard flicked his fingers and brought a sparkling rocking chair into existence, and then sat with a smile.
“And who were these visitors?” Ansharr focused, the questions were helping keep her mind off the distant sounds of her mother.
“Samiya and Lael T’Sarrin, the younger sisters of Shinayne T’Sarrin. They were searching for answers about someone named Lavress, a hunter and the beloved of our highborne friend. Supposedly, Shinayne left her homeland to find him, and now her family is involved in the search as they have not returned in many years. Caliun Tilaniun, the younger brother of this Lavress, is the emissary between Gualidura and Kilikala. It was a very interesting meeting.” He rocked back and forth, keeping her attentions on him and the motion.
“I was aware of her search for her lover, she nearly left her friends to begin that journey once more. That was until the relics of old Kakisteele came into common knowledge. Now, they all have passed beyond my vision, far into the Misathi.”
“Mine as well, I could not find them at all. Yet, Queen Ganidaea could see them, we all could. Where exactly they were in that vision in her pools, none of us knew. But, they are alive, somewhere cloaked in storms and darkness. I have sent message across Shanador, to Master Lassado of Eisel Ine, he will inform all the kings of Shanador of their need for safe passage.” Kalzarius nodded to Larens as he passed into the far back stone stairwell that his order or brotherhood went in and out of quietly, and often.
“So you told them then, of what you knew of the scroll and all that happened that brought them to you and I?” Ansharr looked to the scroll from the wood elven queen, the enchanted ring upon it, and then closed her eyes as the pain of her mother entered her mind once more.
“I did, you know I am not one for deceptions or anything less than the truth.”
Ansharr raised the scales over her left eye and looked at Kalzarius conspicuously. “Ahh…hmmmm.”
“Well, all Harlaheim politics aside then. You know I have little choice in the rulers that lay siege to me and corrupt that kingdom, and I only do what is necessary for the betterment of the people.” He tapped his staff to the stone in a bt of defensive retort.
“And our agreement then, our trade for the assistance of the Gualiduran Queen? How will that old chest of bloodstained relics appear, in such truth, to those that rule Harlaheim?” Ansharr grinned.
“Ahhh…your pokes deflect harmlessly from my honor, great dragon. I have three different men that would see Harlaheim restored above the corruption, all they need is a little guidance, something common to believe in.”
“And the fourth, you told me that the former king lives. Did he not lay siege to you, wish you gone and banished?” She grinned even wider now.
“He did. Following the kings before him, and to no avail in turn, like all the rest. Richmond the Second, what I do with him beyond hiding him under my tower, I know not. Perhaps he will have to answer that query himself, in time.”
“So, the chest for the ring. I agree, of course. Just be careful, young friend, I feel your involvement is deepening in the goings on of a kingdom that loves you not.” She rested back down, nodded toward a set of glowing keys in her organized treasures, and then closed her eyes.
“Someday, hopefully before my end, Harlaheim will realize I am but a permanent fixture there. My tower is as Castle L’herrim, the Library Fastine, and just as important.” He stood and hovered over to the large darkwood chest cornered in gold, picked up the keys glowing upon it, and waved his hand. The chest rose from the uncountable piles of coins, jewels, paintings, and treasures beyond three kingdoms combined. 
Ansharr watched the master of the arcane levitate the chest and himself to the floor before her, by the time he landed, the keys could not be seen nor felt. The fact she wanted them to unlock her bonds, was thinking of them, reminded her of her dilemma. Though she had had the Knights Soujan bind her, even though she had enchanted the chains with arcane might herself, the calling fought her and a small part of her blood wanted to be free. She smiled that the keys were hidden by Kalzarius now, she knew her friend would not disappoint.
“Will you ever tell me what it is your tower protects? None of your predecessors ever have.” Ansharr toyed with him as he slowly began to take the enchanted ring from Ganidaea from the green scroll.
“Will you tell me who and what is below your mountain? Who those warriors truly are that come and go beneath?” Kalzarius winked at his old draconic friend as she shook her head to the no.
“Hmmm…seems you and I will always have secrets from one another then, won’t we?” She fought the anger brewing in her, as if her mother Rynnth knew what was about to happen.
“We shall. Are you ready, old friend?” Kalzarius opened the scroll as Ansharr gritted her teeth at him and nodded.
The scroll unrolled, smoldered from the very top, and hovered as it glowed with a golden light. The light flickered, sparkled, and within moments a figure appeared. She was the same height as the old wizard behind her, pointed ears sprouted from beneath braids tied with every manner of feather and fetish of the wood elven realms. Her face was serious in emotion, painted and marked with stripes and dots of tribal tattoos, and atop her shoulder winked a two-tailed owl. Her form solidified in masterful arcane illusion, all the way down her robes of animal hides, and to the tips of her bare feet. The apparition of Ganidaea Chaldre, elven Queen of Gualidura, smiled and spoke a moment later. The scroll continued to smolder, leaving traces of glittering dust to mark its disappearing magicks.
“Great Ansharr, guardian of the mountain, I have received your dear friend Kalzarius of Harlaheim. I bow to you both, as I am sure he is there with you now. The assistance you have requested was not an easy task. Yet, my priestesses and I were able to hear the calling of your mother through fey glamors, and we duplicated them into song and warding the best we could. The ring will fit over your finger upon my utterance of arcane enchantments, and it should protect you from your own blood and give you freedom. Should it not, if you are taken as you so fear, Kalzarius alone knows another passage that is embedded into the ring. Those words, when spoken from any distance, will take your life immediately, as per your request. I must go now, but should fate smile upon you, I will visit soon as it has been over a century since we last spoke in person. Blessings of the Mother, the stars, and the Caricians upon you both. Kalzarius, the ring if you would.” 
The scroll’s last bit of parchment vanished from its hovering spot in the air, as did the bowing elven queen from Gualidura. Yet words a few moments later emanated, echoed, and repeated, from the sparkling dust that remained.
Kalzarius walked ahead to Ansharr’s outstretched finger, he placed it on her smallest claw, and then looked up. He fell over, staff in hand, and summoned a quick protective barrier as Ansharr’s eyes glowed with red malevolence and hate toward him. Flames erupted from between her fangs, smothering the old mage’s wards, yet she fought to raise her head up not to harm him. The calling of Rynnth could sense her intentions, best as she had tried to hide them through others near and far. She opened her mouth wide and roared, tugging on the chains with draconic strength, flames spewing into her cavern.
“Ashalati muurtadi helivar huan helivo, terathii!”
The words of the wood elven queen echoed in the cavern from the fey dust on the ground, the dust swirled and shot into the ring of golden vines, and the light was blinding for but a moment.
Kalzarius wiped his eyes, stood, staff pointed toward Ansharr. He retraced the words that would be her end in his mind, not wanting to speak them, but fearful that he may have no other choice in a moment. His vision returned to normal, he looked to the gigantic winged dragon before him, one that he had known since he was a young apprentice. She was calm, resting, head low and eyes closed. The ring glowed on her clawed finger, and she was breathing deep and slow.
He pulled out the keys, jangled them a bit, and walked forward with trepidation. Her eye opened, his staff shot forward with purpose, and he stopped. “Ansharr, is it you?”
“I am fine, young friend. I feel the call no more, you may release me.” She yawned, feeling tired from a battle within herself, and saw that even her yawn had Kalzarius hesitate.
He unlocked the chains, one by one from the wall and spoke the words of arcane undoing as he went. He rounded to Ansharr’s head after he finished, and patted her nose again. “I must say, your roar is most terrifying, old friend.”
“Apologies abound, and my thanks dear Kalzarius. I never dreamed the day would come when I needed the help of others so desperately.”
“No need to apologize, I have needed your guidance dozens of times over the years. It is about time I repaid a few.” He laughed and rested on her forearm.
“You are certain on the chest, that you will make use of it beyond its previous failures in history?” Ansharr looked to the old box, sealed shut for over four centuries now.
“I have to try, and I may have a few that will see it through to a greater glory. It is beyond time, for sure.” 
“You mean your rotten king, Richmond?” Her eyes squinted in disapproval. 
“No, not yet anyway. But, the kingdoms are overtaken from the underground, ruled from below by those we cannot see nor find. It is time to fight fire with fire.” He walked over to the chest, knowing what was inside, what it meant for him and his kingdom. He had done his research, knew his histories all too well, and it was time that the White Spider had a predator on the field. This was all he knew of, he hoped it would be honored.
“Then be careful, for what is in those chests has never known victory.” Ansharr nodded.
“But it has known honor, freedom, and purpose across all of Agara. There is a first time for everything, my old friend. Are you well then? I must bid you farewell soon.” He waved his hand and the chests with the old crimson painting of a wolf’s head upon them lifted into the air.
“I am well, yes. But, since you hold my life in your hands, the least I can do is offer you a ride to the bottom of my mountain.” Ansharr grinned and spread her wings. She felt free, nothing in her blood nor mind to call her away from herself, and she needed to fly.
“I will never utter those words, and they will die with me, I promise you.”
“Still, I could use a stretch of my wings. Care to join me?”
“How could I refuse such a majestic woman?” Kalzarius smiled and bowed.
Ansharr lowered her wings and the two stepped out of the cavern into the entrancing sunlight. They gazed across the western horizon of troubled Harlaheim. Both lifted their heads up even further, dreaming to see where the seekers of Kakisteele may be at this moment.
 



Cristoff IV:I
Outskirts of Freemoore, West of Shanador
“Aye, lots o’ people there, eh’ Dalliunn? What ye’ smell boy?” Tannek Anduvann scratched up behind the lewirja’s ears and into his black mane of wiry hair.
“He smells Freemoore, my dwarven friend. One of the last free cities on Agara. Filled with merchants, mercenaries, adventurers, and treasure seekers cast out from most every country. Not a place I would take our exiled caravans, unless I wished to lose all we had in short order.” Cristoff nodded with his chin toward the sprawling lowland of huddled buldings. Unlike Harlaheim with its grand structures and high rising architecture, Freemoore barely had a building over two stories tall. Instead of up and outward with decorated magnificence, the free city built in, packed the city tight, and it seemed from the outside that there was little room to even move. Brown windowless wood and plaster, dotted with some stonework here and there, were what the people moved, lived, and worked out of.
“Well, be that as it may, we need answers Cristoff. If it was just you and I, maybe a small force, we could hunt the west for a year if ye’ like. But, we got a king somewhere out there, and ye’ got nearly eight thousand strong o’ people to see safe. Be needin’ the right direction to the Kaki Mountains, and me bet is we can get it in there.” Tannek looked with a stern glare to Freemoore, not wanting to travel into such a lawless place either.
“Egglii ummmbri hiihiikal duuri vunii!” Dalliunn Cloudwatcher padded back and forth on his four clawed feet, twirling the warhammer of Zen Thalanaxe. He was excited about something.
“Dalliunn here says he smells em’, inside the city. They been here Cristoff, and his nose is never wrong in all the years I known him.” 
“That city holds at least fifty thousand people, master Anduvann. Your lewirja friend is an excellent scout, but I scarce believe he could smell those we seek through that settlement.” Cristoff steadied his black mare, looked down at Tannek and the vivacious lion-man, and then back to Freemoore.
“Ye lead thousands on faith to a place most say don’t exist, so have some faith on me friends’ nose then, Harlian. He ain’t wrong, never is.” Tannek tugged on his red beard, dumped some water on his black plate armor, and then drank from his flask of whiskey. As his armor steamed, he offered a swig to Lord Bradswellen the Third, and received the usual quick nod to the no.
“If we are to go in there, it must be just a few of us then. I do not want to draw attention.”
“Well, we got yer two knights and lady Kaya scoutin’ the northwest. Yer’ lady queen is havin’ labor pains with me brother, Garret, and the high ham---“
“She is not my lady, dwarf. She is the queen of Harla---“
“Aye and whatnot then, she be with ye’ and in pains surrounded by priests then. Whether ye’ admit to what ye’ two have or no, I been here three weeks with ye’ and we all see it.” Tannek barked back to Cristoff.
“And what is it that you see then?” Cristoff was turning a shade of red in his cheeks, his graying beard did not hide it, and it was not from the sun.
“Exactly. So, ye’ and Rosana aside now, it be just you, me, and Dalliunn goin’ in there. We follow his nose, find some answers, and send someone with word on where we’s at then. Simple and quiet like.” Tannek took another swig of whiskey and then washed it down with another wineskin that smelled of ale.
“That plan is not even a true plan, Marshall Anduvann. It is reckless and risky at best.” Cristoff looked back over his shoulder to the caravan of his people of Saint Erinsburg, the dwarves of Marlennak, and all the wagons and horses in the heat of the harvest month of Shaltyn. They headed west, yet they had not seen a sign nor track of those they searched for.
“Aye, Lord Cristoff, tis how things be done sometimes. Let’s go then.” Tannek began marching into the city, Dalliunn beside him.
“Squire!” Crisoff shouted over his shoulder.
One of his men took a fast knee on the grassy flatland, then stood and helped his lord dismount. “Yes m’lord?”
“Inform father Garret and the dwarven priests that the marshall and I seek answers in Freemoore. Should we not return by nightfall, send men to find us.”
“And the caravan m’lord?”
“When Sir Karai, Sir Leonard, and Lady Kaya return from their routes, they have command until my return. Continue west and make camp before the sun falls to the east.” Cristoff took the reins and nodded to his squire as he received another sweeping bow.
“Be careful m’lord, Alden watch over you.”
“He does, no concern squire, he does.” The former lord of Saint Erinsburg walked at a quick march to catch up with the dwarven marshall and his lewirja scout. One hand on the reins, another on his longsword, he could feel that this was a bad idea already.
The outer markets were hovels of cluttered wagons, most without wheels. Covered in colorful blankets and cloth to hide their condition, the stands and merchants both pleaded with but a look for passersby to spend some coin. Meat too dry and withered from the sun, skins of lizards and strange beasts, armors and weapons of every make, and even fetishes of savage beliefs were held out in front of them. People here had little shame, showing their wares directly into the faces of travelers, and shouting prices loudly over one another. Black skinned Jaali men and women sold exotic jewels, thick and tall Shanadorians traded cloth and steel, mysterious eyed Armondi children ran across sandy streets too fast to see, and olive-tan skinned folk from the western islands of Yallah and Falligarde walked, chins held high, with their black braids decorated in golden clasps and their white drapes of cloth dragging in the dirt. 
Elves sold woodworkings and charms in simple shops. They were not savage Gualiduran elves, nor golden highbornes either, but blue eyed and fairskinned elves of the Loestal River regions that were once prosperous in this area and to the north. Cristoff had heard of them, and what Altestan had done to their capital of Aloeste, long ago. Though beautiful and graceful indeed, they did not have that passionate zeal to their motions as he had seen from the elves he had met. Dwarves shouted in differing languages, trying to gain the attention of Tannek who waved them off with his hand. They were tan, scruffy, surface dwarves that had left their homelands for far too many generations. Thinner, with no care for their beards of mismatched frazzle, Tannek scoffed at their unkempt appearances. Their wares looked as mediocre human quality at best, junk to any dwarf from Marlennak. 
As for a central keep or structure of authority, there was none to be seen. Merchant princes and other self-named lords draped colorful banners across their homes and their hired brigades. Guards made up of mobbing peasant women drew their blades on soldiers comprised of but a few scarred red and brown minotaurs, all over a price dispute between two sellers. Elven scouts kept their bows in hand while arguing with their translators, who in turn yelled at one another as the opposing men of ebony skin from Jal-Adeen crossed their arms and tickled the pommels of their long curved scimitars. By confrontations’ end, the Jaali merchants removed their necklaces displaying a golden triangle with three emeralds, the sacred symbol of Yjaros, God of the northern empires.
Centaurs trotted slowly in tight groups through city streets, lewirja prides traded feathered fangs and dangling claws, and even some Caberran seafarers held small caravans of trade that likely came through the islands and Armondeen. Flashes of green flames that sizzled from the mouths of performing wizards erupted with cheers. Floating magicians entertained children with simple tricks and tucked coins into their worn robes. Horned lizard mounts big enough for two men to ride padded by fast in lines as they watched six men eating a boiled snail the size of a wagon wheel. Drunks wandered from tavern to street, bottles in hand, and food of every discomfort and rare pleasure steamed the air and mixed with animal scent, dung, and sweat. Whores beckoned from every corner and shoddy balcony, showing their breasts and legs to lure any man of any race into their rooms. Following Dalliunn’s lead, Tannek and Cristoff fought the crowds into the center of Freemoore. 
“Seen anything like this before, Lord Cristoff?” The former southern marshall of Marlennak shoved past another interfering juggler, knocking him into a wagon, smiling shortly after hearing him crash into something and lose his balls.
“No, the poverty and trade districts in my kingdom are…cleaner, more organized, and mostly Harlian. This is…unreal to see, and quite a mess.” Cristoff looked down some of the sidestreets when the crowd allowed. He saw naked children, starving dogs, and here and there a dead body left out in the sun with but a cloth to cover it.
“Aye, this be humanity when no one be in charge, the direct result it is.”
“Where is he taking us, into that tavern?” Cristoff looked to the lewirja entering a round plaster and stone structure, largest they had come across yet. The signs above the multitude of doors each had a different language, but one in Agarian was hanging proudly above a row of well fed horses. Tethered and guarded by forty armored soldiers with the green and gold flags of a stallion on a shield, the steeds drank from troughs as their riders did from pitchers of water and ale. Shanador banners with five mountain peaks underneath marked them as standards of Evermont. Beside the steeds was a motley purple and green painted set of box wagons. Curtains of mismatched color, donkeys tethered with the giant horses of Shanador, and three little pygmy men chatted with the men of Evermont in serious manner.
“Yep, he done gone in already. No Kings Well, must be room for hundreds in there. Seems like the place to be in the grand heat and stink o’ Freemoore it does.” Tannek read the sign in Agarian, then the one in dwarven on the next door over, just to be sure.
“They are indeed proud of their lack of monarchy and rule, are they not?” Cristoff tossed his reins to a young elven boy, reached for a silver coin, and tossed it. A slight nod, a flashing grab, and the little pointy eared troughmaster took the lord’s mare and started brushing.
“Aye they are, if they got out to other kingdoms and saw a bit of cleanliness, perhaps that’d change for the better. Watch yer back there, Cristoff.” Tannek loosed his battle axe, nodded to the small troupe of children that were enthralled with the armor and sword that the Harlian man had upon him. 
He reached for his pouch, just in time, his gloved hand covering that of a small child that had just neared a years’ worth of food for his family and friends. Cristoff looked down, felt the enchantments of the decorated armor of Herrimus empower his voice, and he shook his head at the children.
“If you need, you ask. Taking what is not yours will never supply a life worth living.” His words captivated the young pickpockets, not with volume nor voice, but with something they had never felt before. The armor instilled a feeling of honor and truth into the words, and in those that heard them.
The boys all nodded, understanding, and just stared at Cristoff in little naïve grins of innocence. He reached in his pouch, counted out nine Harlian silvers, and handed each boy one in turn. No words were spoken, even when Cristoff put his hand on the golden feathered cross of Alden around his neck, and whispered blessings to them and their families. He touched each boy on the head as they passed, silently and respectfully, and then they wandered off and stared at their coins with one another.
“Ye do that a few more times, and they likely will crown ye’ or somethin’. Or, ye will be broke by nightfall and have an army o’ dirty kids at yer beck and call. Shall we then?” Tannek Anduvann walked in through the shirtless and tattood Armondi men that watched the sides of each door to No Kings Well. He looked for Dalliunn Cloudwatcher, but saw very little that was not taller than him, making his search for his companion nearly impossible.
Smoke from pipes hung in the lack of air, ales and meads poured from stacked barrels, and the massive round tavern with eight entrances and two floors of debauchery was filled with every race, religion, and creed. Rooms with gambling roared with jingling coins, alcoves with prostitues moaned promises, and finding an empty table or chair looked less than probable. Incense masked the odors of sweat, blood, and brews yet the crowd here likely cared less what the smell was. In the center of the packed room, a well surrounded with hundreds of people could be seen. It was old stone, nearly ancient, with buckets being lowered and raised by boys and barwenches every second. 
Cristoff kept his hand on Tannek’s shoulder, not for safety, but to remain close in the bustling crowd that one could be lost into on a moments’ inattention. “Where is your scout, marshall?”
“Ye be a foot and a half taller, Harlian, ye’ tell me where to go and I’ll make a path.” Tannek pushed people aside left and right, searching for a way through the mob.
The former lord of Saint Erinsburg raised up on the toes of his boots, trying to see over Shanadorian men, women being carried in merriment, and all the raucus inside No Kings Well. He saw the black wiry hair, the lewirja frozen ahead, staring at something amidst a sea of motion. 
“Ahead Tannek, and to your left!  I see Dalliunn, all the way back past that overhang, room near the other side!” Cristoff yelled it amidst a raising commotion from an unseen source.
“Aye, stay close then!” The noises turned from joyous drinking and songs that overlapped one another to scuffling and stomping with the mass of clientele pushing to get away from where they were heading. Tannek hurried, hoping Dalliunn was not the cause.
The back room cleared, just enough for Cristoff and Tannek to get a look inside. Ten soldiers of Evermont, hands on their greatswords that were planted down into the wooden floor, stood guard in their chainmail and looked nervously to their right. Behind them it was dark, the windows covered and oil lamps flickering from several tables. Cristoff heard horses outside, many horses, and shouting to make way for them to disembark right outside four of the eight doors to the large round tavern. Someone was approaching, someone that had many men, and someone that even the drunken mob was willing to make way for. He saw and heard elves whistle to one another in the hundreds here, he saw a woman with short slick hair darting her eyes to other men and signaling. Cristoff put his hand on his blade and drew it out a few inches, not liking the sudden silence and motions of some in the tavern.
Tannek stood right below the beard of a Shanadorian guard, and peeked in to Dalliunn who was trying to converse with those few in the dark room. There were two men, dressed like the ones from Evermont, but more regal and decorated. One was older, a beard of blonde with golden locks to match, his hand resting on a greatblade across the table. His companion was a man built like the strongest of dwarves, thick and made of muscle upon muscle, with a clean shave and long waves of near white blonde hair. 
They were not minding the commotion heading this way, nor their nervous guards, but were surrounded by little pygmies, gnomes, a twig, and two goblins. Though the little minstrels had a few instruments with them, no one was playing nor singing melody at their private tables. Between the two large men, sat a pudgy older pygmy with dark curls and a fat nose. Tannek peered at the well dressed runt of a man, and he saw a necklace of long claws or fangs of stone around his neck as well. He looked to three platinum coins he was flipping over his fingers with his right hand, and with his left, he was caressing a stone axe on the table, Dalliunn’s axe. 
Tannek looked to Dalliunn, who must have pushed around the ten guards somehow, and indeed he was staring at his axe. Stone edging, blunt on one end, tied with sinew and cord with a curved bone handle, it was the one he had traded to Azenairk Thalanaxe back outside of Marlennak. He had smelled it, all the way through the city, and he had assumed the five they sought were here. A hand on his shoulder let him know that Cristoff was right next to him again.
“What is it, are they here?” Cristoff nodded to the statuesque guards that blocked them from entering. The stomping of boots and armored men echoed from outside, getting closer.
“No, but aye, not sure really. Could use some help getting past these bigguns’ here, lord Cristoff.”
“Men, I am Lord Cristoff Bradswellen the Third of Saint Erinsburg, and I need to speak to your capitans.” He gestured with a calm hand and voice.
“I don’t think they calls em’ capitans here in Shanador, ye’ need to---“ Tannek stopped his corrections as two of the men nodded, in awe almost, and let them pass through their line.
Dalliunn growled a feline acknowledgement out to Tannek and Cristoff, then nodded to the little man in the middle. “Egloo hormiinii athy shiinbi athy vunnoo triiiliss rrriiiotii.”
“What did he say?” Cristoff was on guard now, the sounds of arguing and fighting beyond a mere tavern dispute lingered outside.
“He said he smells Saberrak, Shinayne, and Zen. Right here at this table, and that be his axe in the hands of the pygmy there.” Tannek approached the table slowly.
Tubrey o’ Tarnobb stared at the lewirja, his big round eyes directly into the speckled feline curved orbs and cat-like irises that seemed to smile at him. He looked familiar, though he had never met one of these creatures in person. He thought hard, looked to the axe, then back up to the smiling lewirja. Tubrey squinted his eyes, saw the lion-man sniff the air again, and then felt an elbow from Sir Jardayne.
“So, are you and yours joining us to meet the low king of Evermont? Sitting here in misery, flipping those coins and drinking, will not lift your spirits little one.” The Knight General of Evermont smiled, yet drew a dagger under the table, hearing the commotion and seeing unknown visitors pass into their room. These ones were staring, not just passing through to get a glimpse of the famous Shans.
“I say Tubrey, you Shans o’ Little Door must travel with us, to do our great travels honor and song. I assure you, we shall find adventure in our routes, at least some dangers for you to write verse about. Thieves, bandits, something that I can---“ Sir Codaius was cut off from trying to lift the spirits of poor Tubrey, who had done nothing but mope since his heroes had turned west to the curselands.
“I wanted to follow them, do you not understand? To my death or whatever end, but I cannot. I am small, weak, slower than even a dwarf with such a small stride. I can barely lift this axe with two hands. Should I sing a song of that? I have half a mind to turn round, caravan or no, and seek my bravery to the west.” Tubrey drank another slug of ale, looked to the foreign man in gleaming armor, the menacing looking dwarf beside him, and then back to the lewirja.
“What?! What do you want?! A song? To stare at the little man until I dance? Be off!” He shouted at the three passersby, like so many others that had asked for a tune from the famous minstrels. Without his word, the band would not play, and Tubrey would not give the word in his sorrows.
“I believe you have me friends’ axe there. Ye’ want to head west, Tubrey is it? Then show us which way the king o’ Kakisteele and his four friends headed. Ye’ can come with us then.” Tannek Anduvann thought he had broke him for a moment, for tears welled in the eyes of the little man at the table. His face went from fear, to shock, to sorrow, all at once.
Tubrey looked again at the lewirja, then the axe of stone Zen had given him. His eyes went wide and dropped a tear as he remembered who his dwarven hero had said he had gotten it from. He looked again to the red bearded warrior, then to the armored Harlian man, and then back to the four legged feline savage. They were all smiling back at him.
“Dalliunn…Dalliunn Cloudwatcher? You led them through the Misathi Mountains. And you, you must be from Marlennak? And you, are you the one Sir James Andellis spoke of, the noble Harlian lord of…?” Tubrey choked on his words, it was like a dream. The stories he had heard of Chazzrynn, Harlaheim, Willborne, the trek through Deadman’s Pass, and here were their friends, in Freemoore. The lewirja rounded the table, tail bobbing, and licked Tubrey all over his face.
“Saint Erinsburg, yes. Do you know where we need to go, little friend? We need to find them, soon.” Cristoff bowed to the men on either side of him, then felt a vibration from his pyramid pommeled blade, five throbs of warning radiated from his weapon into his hand. The longsword of Kendari had never done that before.
Jardayne of Highmont stood, lifted his blade from the table, and signaled for Codaius of Norninne to do the same.“I do not know who you three are, and I trust no one on the matter at hand. You know of the five that headed west?”
“We do, we follow them and their quest, to Kakisteele and the lost city of Mooncrest, aye. I am Tannek Anduvann, this is Dalliunn, and Lord Cristoff Bradswellen o’ Harlaheim.” Tannek smiled big under his red braids of beard. The two knights of Evermont smiled back, looked to each other, then to the Shans o’ Little Door. Everyone felt something, a fleeting hope, and inspiration just from the chance of them meeting here at No Kings Well. Words could do it little justice, for everyone present simply knew that they each knew, and that was enough.
“I am Sir Jardayne of--“ The Knight General was cut off by the appearance of fifty armed Armondi men that now cornered them and their ten soldiers inside. People scrambled out of their way, toppling over one another to keep distance.
Silence, followed by the drawing of many blades, then silence again with but a set of bootsteps on weathered wooden floor to break it. Golden steel rings over fine fitting leather, golden shoulderplates and greaves to match, Prince Rohne Viorius, heir of Armondeen , was intimidating even at sixteen years of age. His tight slick hair pulled back into a black tail, a deep brown merciless stare emnated disgust, and his hand rested on his jeweled scimitar pommel as the scabbard toyed with his indigo cloak. His eyes radiated wickedness with their blue tinge of royal paint around them, and his breath seemed to hold for better air to arrive. 
“Make way for the Prince of Armondeen!” His guards yelled in unison, one hand clutched in salute over their breastplates with the crossed talons holding the lance and scepter of their kingdom. Their other hand gripped their hilts of curved steel, as if they knew blood was about to be shed.
“Sir Jardayne, Knight General of Evermont, hiding in the slums of Freemoore? You are a hard man to find, harder still to find those you are protecting.” Rohne Viorius smiled at the men of Evermont, then the group of little folk, and lastly at the dwarf and his companions.
“You are at the wrong tavern, Prince of Armondeen. You should learn to read someday, perhaps before you are king.” Sir Codaius walked forward with Jardayne, next to Cristoff, Tannek, and Dalliunn. “No King’s Well, so get out.”
“By all means, speak freely here, it is still a free city. Not for long, but today it remains as such.”
“What is it you want of me, your highness?” Jardayne spoke up, both hands resting on his greatsword now. He peered out the window, his forty men were surrounded by two hundred fifty at least. The prince had brought quite a force to have just a simple discussion.
“I want those five fugitives from Harlaheim, the ones you are hiding. The seekers of fame and treasure in my unfortunate southern domain. You know of what I speak, they stayed with you in Evermont for a time.They have plans to make incursions into my kingdom. Incursions, Sir Codaius, are unwarranted movements or actions into the lands of another. I assumed by the stupid look on your face that you were confused by the word.” Rohne glared at the man twice his size and strength. Yet with fifty men scouting the streets, fifty in here next to him, and two hundred fifty surrounding the No Kings Well, he felt immensely more powerful. 
Cristoff put his arm out just in time to stop the large Shanadorian man from a rash act. “I am Lord Cristoff Bradswellen, from Harlaheim. And there are no fugitives from my kingdom here.”
“That is because they are hidden, by knights of Evermont. Turn them over, and no one needs to bleed.” Rohne raised his chin to this foreign lord, then spat on the floor.
“Perhaps my greatsword needs a bit of incursion up your princely little ars, we could settle this outside, were you a man.” Codaius, the Bear of Evermont as he was known, spat over the guarding arm of the Harlian lord. 
“Truly? And even if you bested me with the blade, you are but a knight. When Armondeen seeks justice for a their prince assaulted, and my mother the queen sits in Acelinne before your kings, what praetell do you think your punishment would be, mighty bear? They would likely trade you to be hanged, if you were lucky.”
“Cowadice with words, not wothy of noble blood.” Codaius raised his voice and growled.
“You assume that word will leave Freemoore, here at No Kings Well. I would wager it does not, Prince Rohne.” Jardayne put his hand on Codaius’ shoulder, trying to avoid a fight they were most outmatched to engage.
“Your men outside? Fifty I believe, and look there, I think the only words not escaping Freemoore will be yours.” He gestured toward the surround, well in place outside the windows. “You should have taken the Lord Amirak’s offer. Denying Harron Vir Magaste several times, was not a wise choice, Knight General.”
“I do not turn traitor to my kingdom, unlike your ruling lord.”
“Mind your words, Shanadorian, Evermont and Freemoore combined could not match the forces of Armondeen. Lord Harron would pleasure in leading them here, I assure you.”
“I have eight thousand people just north of this city, prince of Armondeen. If it is numbers you wish to threaten upon my friends, I would withdraw, were I in your boots.” Cristoff drew his blade, looked to the corners and shadows, he felt them and saw, five of them. Shaggy men with dark eyes and blades, waiting, hidden to everyone else here it seemed. He pointed with his longsword as he spoke. “And tell your dark spectres, those in the corners there and there, that I see them plain as daylight.”
“So a lord from Harlaheim with the rabble of peasants and wagons I heard of from my scouts, wishes to side with Evermont in a free city? You are far from home, and a fool. You have no soldiers, just sunburnt refugees.” Rohne nodded to his men. Ten went out and began to bring in a hundred more, another ten of his men tossed small pouches of coins into the crowd. Within moments, the coins of gold were confiscated by many a man, and more blades drew in the tavern. “I say, gold buys much assistance, and silence here. These men are planning an assault on Armondi soil, and I ask you fine folk to make it as if they never were.”
Hundreds of Armondi soldiers crowded in, then hundreds of patrons with daggers and hidden swords and maces stepped forward. Cornered with nowhere to go, the lord, the knights, their guards, and the mismatched troupe of minstrels backed up against the walls. Dalliunn growled low, Tannek drew his shield and tapped his axe to it twice, then Cristoff stood over the crowd, up on a chair, with an undeniable presence that seemed brighter and stronger than it should normally be. His armor glowed and hummed, ever so slightly. Fifteen on nearly four hundred, half of them drunk or no, Cristoff had to distract as long as he could to avoid their slaughter. 
“Ye’ may have had point there Cristoff, this may not o’ been the clearest path o’ action for our survival then. Besides hacking it out to our deaths and standing on a chair, got any good ideas?” Tannek whispered. He thought of his brother, the five headed to Kakisteele, and of dying bravely in a few moments.
“I am Lord Cristoff Bradswellen the Third, exiled from Harlaheim, man before Alden, and seeker of a new freedom here in the west. I search for ancient Mooncrest and lost Kakisteele, and follow the bravest of souls to a greater glory. Would there be any honor in No Kings Well?! Honor to stand against a conquering prince who would cowardly steal the dreams of others?! Honor to fight against the son of a king who buys loyalty now, and once king himself, may merely demand it tomorrow?! Is this not a free city? Does not the intrusion on hope inspire you to retaliation? Or, would the men of Freemoore simply be bought?! If no, and I know the answer is a mighty nay, stand here with me now and let us not bleed alone!” 
His voice captivated, summoned a respectful silence, and all eyes were on him for but a few short moments. Then , laughter the likes of a drunken mob surrounded by a thousand hilarious jesters, even the Armondi guard and their prince could not help but chuckle. Drinks tipped back, rusty steel waved in the morass of patrons, and the crowd tightened closer.
“Oh brother, we be dead men now.” Tannek grumbled.
“You see, Harlian, loyalty is ensured by the men with the gold to see it fed. Your feathered cross and fine words mean a waste of air has occurred. Nothing more. As I said, you are far from home.” Prince Rohne drew his scimitar high, his men went en guard, yet the calm moment before the order to commit bloodshed was broken, by an arrow.
Thewwwmmm!
The arrow whisked past Rohne’s face and landed into the wall, intentionally missing. The pull of bowstrings by perhaps one hundred or more could be heard from every corner and even outside the tavern. People backed up, muttered a bit, and many elves were revealed, all aiming at the Armondi soldiers. The laughter stopped abruptly.
“The elves of Old Aloeste hear your call, Cristoff the Third! I say, send the Armondi home feathered with flights! Aariss Diravas and my Riverbows stand with you!” An elf with long brown braids, a wedge of pointy nose, and a fierce stare, smiled mischievously at Rohne as his men kept steady aim throughout the tavern. He winked at the prince as the young noble looked for the origin of the arrow that dared whisk his face. He nodded to rest his suspicions.
Longblades drew from ragged men and women throughout the cluttered tavern, nearly two hundred suddenly stood on balconies, bartops, and in the doorways. They nodded to a shorthaired woman, one with many scars, and chain links under her peasant garb. Cristoff had seen her earlier, same with the elves, as if they had been waiting for something. She nodded in return and pointed her blade wrapped with a white strip of cloth around the hilt, like all the others in her mercenary band.
“Julia Whiteblade and the Peasant Swords of Freemoore will shed blood with anyone that stands against Armondeen, for any cause!” Serious, with not even a hint of a smile, her command and vow brought hushed whispers. Many that had stood with the Armondi in the tavern, put their weapons away and settled back into the crowds, yet were intent on keeping the gold. 
“Master Aariss and Lady Julia, your words are heard and held!” Cristoff now pointed his blade directly down at Prince Rohne. “Far from home Prince, but even here some heed the call of honor.”
“Ohhh, I am gonna like this now. I think the odds are a bit more square then, come on prince, make yer’ move.” Tannek Anduvann smiled, teasing with his axe while Dalliunn growled a feline warning and gripped his fingers over the handle of Zen’s warhammer. Jardayne and Codaius raised their greatblades in a high guard, and all men were ready for a brawl of blades and blood.
“What ye’ waitin’ for boy? An invitation to---“ Tannek interrupted himself, he heard something outside, it was stomping steel and chanting. His men were coming, he knew their steps by heart, and he smiled so wide it hurt.“No, on second thought, just wait a few more minutes there Prince. I think me brothers would like to meet ye’.”
Vuumber! Vuumber! Vuumber!
It echoed from the north side of the city, undeniable, the dwarves of Marlennak were marching into Freemoore. Armondi scouts rushed in, took a fast bow, and whispered into Prince Rohne’s ear. He nodded, smiled, and kept his composure well for the information he received about five hundred armed dwarves heading this way. He furrowed his brow, as if a difficult decision had to be made, when he was told that no sign or trace of Saberrak the gray minotaur or his companions could be found in the free city. He looked to the surrounding archers and mercenary gangs, then to the few from Evermont, and lastly at his men as the marching grew closer.
“It seems my father, the noble King Ian Viorius of Armondeen, has nuances in his ailing health. This little foray that I would most enjoy finishing, will have to be postponed until a later time. My sovereign apologies.” Rohne sheathed his scimitar. He knew he was now evenly matched here at No Kings Well, and that five hundred more arriving would only worsen his chances of victory. He thought of how Freemoore would look once his kingdom took it by force, and burned this tavern to the ground.
“Pity, best be careful Prince Rohne.” Sir Codaius sheathed his greatsword under his arm.
“And why is that, great Bear of Evermont? Are you eager to see your blood lining these walls?”
“No, but I have heard that that cowardice is rather contagious, tis the last thing an ailing king need catch at his end. Perhaps you should keep your distance.” 
“Your words have just marked you dead Codaius, and all of those with you, I will not forget it. Should you travel to the curselands, or even think it, you will be spared no quarter.” Rohne sneered and turned his back to them. Chin high, surrounded by soldiers, he made for the nearest exit. “Men of Freemoore, you have been dually warned. It is time Armondeen showed you a bit of rule. You would be wise to remember this day, and my face.”
Thewwwmmm!
Another arrow whistled past his hairline, landing into the doorframe and wobbling there. Rohne grabbed it and kept his pace down the steps.
“Your face will see many of those should your men ever return, Prince of Armondeen! ” Aariss of the Riverbows lowered his bow and raised his hand high as Prince Rohne mounted his armored stallion. “Three cheers and a round of wine for Evermont and Lord Cristoff the Third!”
Haaa! Haaa! Arah!
The timed steps of steel plate, the sudden stop of the former Southern Outguard Scouts of Marlennak,  it had everyone in the tavern on edge. Black plate and chain, shields all on the left, spears in hand, battle axes on their hips, the red bearded brigade turned in formation to face No Kings Well. A plump dwarf with a shaved head looked around at the departing force barely the size of the one he led, shook his head, and entered the tavern.
Tannek rushed over to his older brother, put one arm around his neck, and laughed in a rough embrace. “Brother, that timing was perfect! Did ye’ see the looks on their faces? Damn Armondi Prince and his men, you done good Drodunn Anduvann, done good.”
“Whose faces, what ye’ spattin’ about then Tannek?” Drodunn wiped his sweating head, looked around the packed pub all staring at him.
“The prince, the men, ye’ scared em’ off ye’ did. When ye’ came to our aid, saved our arses in truth, I be proud o’ ye’.”
“Oh, that? Sorry, I just wanted to feel what it was like to march the men around a bit. I was, well uh, just showin’ off ye’ know, the men wanted to see the city and all, so did I. What prince? Was there trouble? Did ye’ get the names o’ anyone that----“
“Ye’ mean to tell me that was by accident?” Tannek smacked the breastplate of his priestly brother hard.
“Nothing is by accident brother, Vundren told me in me prayers this mornin’ to take a stroll in the city. Didn’t feel to go alone in this cesspool, so I done brought the boys.”
“Vundren be praised.” Tannek looked to the ceiling of the tavern, then to Drodunn’s hammer and moons, then felt the hand of Cristoff on his shoulder.
Soon, Drodunn found himself surrounded on the steps by people he had never met. They all stared and cheered as the Armondi forces left Freemoore to the northwest, clapped and threw praise toward the dwarves of Marlennak in formation, and everyone began talking to one another. Wine, ale, and water passed from elf, to dwarf, to free men and women, noble and common alike.The dwarven priest took out his book and quill, to scribe the names of Julia Whiteblade and her Peasant Swords, then Aariss Diravas and his Riverbows, and lastly the brave Knights of Evermont that guarded the Shans o’ Little Door who had met the very heroes they were following. Before long everyone was talking of Mooncrest, the curselands, and the search for the Kaki Mountains. The elves knew of Tintasarn, south of the peaks, and how to get there by the fastest route. Aariss Diravis had stated his cousin was there, guarding a holy shrine with his priests. The minstrels sang of the travels, the journeys of the five that sought the lands of myth, and the thousands that followed them. 
“My lord Cristoff, a word if you would?” Sir Jardayne walked out into the bustling streets.
“Knight General Jardayne, of course. What is it?”
Jardayne let out a sigh. “You truly seek this place, despite the certain death that is said to lay waiting, all these thousands of years?”
“I do. We all do. I have traveled all this way, and intend to see it through. You have met them, you know, I can tell by your eyes.” Cristoff smiled, stroked his tight gray beard, and looked at Jardayne with a serious spiritual stare.
“I feel it, yes. I did when I met them, and I know who it is that will try and stop them. Even if you find it, and it is all that the legends say it is, you cannot take on the kingdom of Armondeen. I know the man that leads their armies. I cannot speak for Shanador, nor Evermont, I cannot---”
“Then join us, help us find them and the dream. Stop finding reasons for no, and look at the divine answers for yes.” Cristoff pleaded with his words, yet kept his noble stance.
“I would lose my title, my honor in Shanador, exiled or worse than that----“
“I am without title, without my city and kingdom, and in exile. But, by choice. I felt it, I felt it on Soujan Mountain, the word of God spoke to me. It told me to go west. I did not listen. Then, they helped me liberate my city from the ruthless king of Harlaheim who occupied it and wanted me dead. Still, I did not listen. Sir James of Chazzrynn waited for me, but I refused to go. I said the same as you, Jardayne. My title, my honor, my kingdom. And do you know what?” Cristoff put his hand on the armor of the Knight General of Evermont.
Jardayne was inspired, it was as if truth itself was crushing him as he tried to breath. His eyes watered. “What, Lord Cristoff?”
“From the time they left Saint Erinsburg, every moment, I felt as if it was a sin against Alden for me to deny their truth and destiny. I slept not one minute, and I regretted every single second of my life. The honor and purpose I was shown, was not enough to dream, because I thought myself unworthy. I was afraid, though I would not admit it to anyone until just now. Do you know what else?” Cristoff touched his golden feathered cross and then held it up, just a bit.
“What else, my lord? Understand, that I cannot simply side one kingdom against the other on a dream, I…I am not a king..” Jardayne had to look away. When he did, he saw Codaius, the dwarves, and his men all watching. Whether they heard the words being spoke or no, he knew that it was obvious what the discussion was about. He lowered his head, not wanting to look at anyone. Codaius was approaching, he felt the heavy hand of his closest friend.
“Since I abandoned all I have known, taken my people with me across the continent in search of that dream, I have felt more alive than all the sum of my years. Suddenly, all the politics, service to others, and things that I thought important, are not. God is here now guiding us, I have something to believe in, that I have seen. You and I met them, it was no accident, and where they go I shall not let them go alone. You have this one moment Jardayne, this one decision when every voice outside would say no, all you must do is follow that voice inside that is shouting for you to say yes, to whatever end.” Cristoff smiled, nodding to those behind them outside No Kings Well. “I will leave you to your decision, Jardayne of Highmont, but our caravan heads west and I must lead them.”
“What are your orders, Knight General?” Codaius looked to the mercenary gangs that had joined, the little minstrels, and their fifty men that awaited by their steeds. He knew when Jardayne was troubled, for he became quiet and looked at the ground, always without a smile. “Form up with low king Symond, return to Evermont, drink it all away here in Freemoore?”
Jardayne lowered his head, he thought of the men in Evermont, his duties, and the fortress city he was charged with. Saberrak Agrannar, Sir James, the king of Kakisteele, Mooncrest, it warred in his head like a barrel about to burst. He smiled and looked up to Sir Codaius, then put his hand up for his horse to be brought. He took the reins and looked to his men. None of them moved, just watched.
“My friend, you have command here now. My last order to you is to see this caravan, under Lord Cristoff, safely through to their destination.” 
“And where will the Knight General be going then?” Codaius smiled, and met the teary eyed and inspired look of his friend as he mounted his steed.
“To Evermont, at a quick pace, alone.” Jardayne reached for a shake of forearms. His men began muttering and talking now, wondering what was going on.
“May I ask your purpose for this journey?” Sir Codaius shook his hand and smiled.
“Armondeen knows of our friends, they have threatened harm, and that I cannot abide.” Sir Jardayne nodded to Cristoff and Codaius. “I will meet you there, with every horse in Evermont that our king allows, to whatever end.”
“And if he denies you, what then Jardayne?” Codaius let go of his friends’ arm as his horse began to anticipate the road home.
“Then I will meet you alone, but I will be there, I swear on the Shield of Shanador.” Jardayne spurred his mount, and raced out of Freemoore as fast as the crowds would allow. 
“Men of Evermont, take the saddle and banners high! We ride armed escort to Lord Cristoff Bradswellen the Third!” Sir Codaius bellowed out his commands and smiled to the men as they yelled their enthusiasm back.
“Hail!”
“Ready to head to the Kaki Mountains men, ready to find King Thalanaxe?!” Tannek shouted next.
“Vuumber!”
“Peasant Swords, fall in and protect Lord Cristoff!” Julia Whiteblade raised her sword and yelled her orders to her two hundred mercenaries.
“Aye!”
“Riverbows, lead us west by southwest, the road to Tintasarn through the sandstone peaks!” Aariss Diravas raised his bow and took his hundred fifty elven scouts to the lead of the formation.
“Arah!” 
“Shans o’ Little Door, strike a melody for our journey, and keep it lively now!” Tubrey o’ Tarnobb snapped the reins of the wagon, sending his purple caravan and the donkeys into motion. 
“Yay!”
Cristoff looked at the line of men and women before him, then to his feathered cross, and then he whispered to himself. “We are coming Sir James Andellis, you are not forgotten, and nor is your honor. Alden watch over you, over those with you, and I wish I could tell you what your bravery has allowed to happen. I wish I could be there, with all who follow the same dream, and to see what you may be seeing now. God, keep them all safe, keep a watchful eye until we arrive, and let your will guide us as it most certainly has thus far. Thank you for Leonard, Karai, Garret, Kaya, and Rosana. Thank you for Tannek, Drodunn, Brunnwik, Codaius, Jardayne, Julia, and Aariss. For everyone we have met, and not yet met, for all of those that have died and may still bleed for our cause, I give you thanks. Amen.”
Cristoff waited, eyes closed in prayer atop his horse, and waited for a sign that it was time for him to move. The melody of the little minstrels hummed out, the stomping of armed forces headed toward destiny, and still he waited. A lick to the face from a lewirja reared on its hind legs was what he received. Smiling, wiping the feline saliva from his beard and face, Cristoff thanked Alden once more. 
“Lord, I also thank you for Dalliunn Cloudwatcher, the lewirja with such a gifted sense of smell.”
 



Gwenneth IV:I
Ruins of Mooncrest
“I said be quiet, now!” Gwenne whispered through her gritted teeth.
Fool of a girl, you need to enter the tower of my former student, Carados! The powers there I can teach you are immeasureable!
Gwenneth was hovering at a forward angle, moving faster than she ever had through the air above ground. Her mind was resisting the impulses and demands of the Staff of Imoch, demands that she leave her friends and enter the green marble tower. Not that she was not fascinated by what may be inside the millennia old home of a famous archamage, but the army of skeletal soldiers on long dead steeds that chased them through the ruins held her attention to that of survival. There were hundreds, stampeding under gray skies through sandstone ruins, herding the five toward the palace.
“Not now, after this is over. I promise you I will---“
“Gwenneth, who are you talking to?” James grabbed her arm and pulled her around the corner street they had all dodged into. 
She looked quick to Zen, Shinayne, and Saberrak, lastly to James. They were all breathing heavy, the dead knights would not give up their chase, it had gone on for hours. Her eyes caught the old bronze sign, barely legible from erosion, it read Carice Way. 
“Nothing, no one, talking to myself is all. Where to now?”
“They aren’t lettin’ us any closer to the center, or near the doors to the mines. They keep corralling us either north or west, like they’re protecting somethin’ there. We can’t go on like this much more, I say stand at the temples.” Azenairk wiped the sweat from his face, wishing the storm that hummed menacingly around the outer ruins would blow inward, just for a moment to cool off.
“I agree. We can use the bridges to lessen their numbers, and their steeds will slow with all the stairs.” Shinayne nodded, also noting that the street was named for her blade and the white moon, or perhaps the other way around.
“Make it quick, I am tired of running.” James looked southwest to the seven rising stone temples, each interwoven with connecting bridges, and then the three that surrounded them, each ten to twenty even thirty stories in height. “Looks like a maze to me, hopefully more so to them.”
“Here they come, enough talk.” Saberrak Agrannar pumped his tireless legs, greataxe in each hand, and led them toward the temples. He saw the blackened bones and tabards, heard the trampling clatter of the equine dead they rode, and knew without a second glance that several hundred ancient swords were coming for them.
Down Carice Way, then across Siddora Street with its ancient gardens, right onto Faith Way which held nothing but rubble, and then left onto Tyadrie Street and the forgotten burnt markets, the five companions ran the streets of Mooncrest toward the ancient places of worship. The outer temple was smooth, open without doors nor roof, its pillars and curved walls reached three hundred feet or more into the colorless skies. A symbol of a triangle wreathed in vines with nothing inside could be made out above the opening. No stairs led up from the lower floors, making them all wonder how one reached the bridges above. They kept their pace and turned again, this time down Uhmm Street.
“There, stairs up at the temple of Megos!” Gwenneth flew ahead, feeling the arcane powers lift her higher and faster with greater ease.
“The… temple.. of who?” Zen looked around, three large temples around him, seven more ahead in a giant circle. It was dizzying to look up at such an angle while running for his life.
“The one with the hand holding the moon, Megos, the old God of light and magic! There is a way up, leads to the others!” Gwenne yelled, the charging dead cavalry was hissing now, close enough to hear as they trampled the trail through old city steets.
“I see a temple o’ Vundren, one o’ Alden, only ones I recognize, wizard. Just point for me next time.” He followed the floating woman in black robes, then looked back as the dead knights rounded the corner they had just passed, and ran faster to the stone stairs that were wide enough for ten men.
Up stairs not climbed by a living soul in over two thousand years, the five ran up the curling open steps that wrapped the temple of Megos far above ruined Mooncrest. At one hundred feet, they began to slow, yet so did their pursuers. The dead dismounted, pointed helms over black skulls that spoke no words, massed by the hundreds and began their march upward toward their prey. Bone horses ran circles under the arcing and elaborate weave of bridges, many still with dead soldiers guiding them, and some with riders made for the open stairs that descended from the temple of Seirena, marked with her round moon and ivy leaves. The undead warriors with curved blades of ancient craft spread out to surround the inner heights and bridges that all seemed to connect in one way or another. 
“They block us at Seirena’s temple, turn left!” Gwenneth yelled.
Two hundred feet above the timeless ruin, their left and right flanks were suddenly cut off by coutless undead. The bridges to the temples of both Vundren marked with the hammer and twin moons and Siril marked with a crescent and stars were blocked. Up higher, and the dead picked up speed, knowing their haunt well. They moved to block the temple passage to Alden of the feathered cross. Behind, the five intruders watched as they overran the bridges to the temples of Vasentanessa marked with two serpents around twin moons and of Solumet whose moon had flames to resemble the sun. 
“Temple of Annar, hurry!” The minotaur snorted.
Saberrak turned, then double backed, making a run for the bridge that led to the temple of Annar marked with a crescent moon in the grasp of a clenched fist, much like his enchanted belt. Halfway across, his allies right behind him, the mob appeared marching up stairs out of the vacant and charred  temple dedicated to the God he had met and freed. He turned, horns lowered, and rushed across a spanse of sandstone bridge that led down and straight through the open middle. With the downward angle, the horned warrior outsped the bone soldiers that now must have been reaching a thousand strong. He rounded a temple that held the symbol of a half white moon and half blue moon that appeared to have waves off of the lower half. As Saberrak finished the turn, he and Gwenneth stopped, face to face with a set of steel doors that were closed. There was not even a handle in which to pull. Heads lowered, Saberrak and Gwenne looked to the still one hundred fifty foot drop below, then turned to their friends.
“Tell me that door opens!” Shinayne was sweating now, having just ran up and down stairs and across bridges for miles without stopping. 
“I am afraid not.” Saberrak stepped back a few paces, then lunged and slammed his shoulder into the doors. The echo from inside was muffled, his shoulder ached, and his scalemail rattled. The door was solid steel, it did not give.
“Gwenneth!” James turned back pleadingly, then faced ahead. Eight dead knights with crescent moon symbols on their pointed helms of rust and black marched around the curve in the bridge. Then another row, then more, then hundreds appeared within fifty feet and closing. James looked over the edge, over a thousand there, hissing as they filled any chance of escape with their numbers over every single bridge and stairway.
Saberrak walked to the left, rotating his shoulder to loosen it from his attempt at the door. He twirled his axes twice, then lowered his horns. Shinayne took a stance, sideways in the center, Elicras out on point with Carice high overhead. James raised his shield and took the right side, then drew his griffon hilted broadsword back and saluted it to his cheek. Azenairk stood behind them, hammer and moons in his left hand, blacksteel warhammer in the other.
Hissssss
Stomp, stomp, stomp
Hisssss
Stomp, stomp, stomp
“Now you listen here, I know you have been here before. So open these doors or show me how.” Gwenneth had quickly gestured a few arcane spells of undoing to no avail. The door was either divinely locked, magically sealed without trace, or something else. Her little tricks, that no longer required more than a simple flick of her fingers, would have unlocked or unbarred any normal door. She whispered to the staff, sensing it was amused with something.
No. You refuse to take me to the tower, so you can die here with your friends. Someone worthy will be along to satisfy my needs, eventually.
Gwenneth fumed at the thoughts in her head. “If you do not help me, I will channel the Incantation of the Sky into your emerald here, with all I can summon. I will make sure the lightning takes us both out of this world. Now, open the doors, Imoch.”
You would not dare, you are a little girl, you do not have the stomach for it.
“Watch me.” Gwenneth began to chant and speak the words that would summon lightning from storms that did not exist.
Saberrak waited until the knights of undeath were within reach of his axes. He feinted two brutal high swings, their shields raised, and he stepped up fast and drove his horns and shoulders into them. The gray gladiator lifted as he impacted, sending twenty or more skeletal soldiers hurling off the left side of the bridge and airborn over the ones behind them. His axes spun low right after, around twice, taking the legs off of ten more before he backed up next to Shinayne.
The elven highborne slashed Carice across the incoming scimitars, then drove Elicras into a skull. The hiss died fast, orange flickers of light wisping out from the eyes, and it fell to the ground in a pile or old steel and charred bone. Shinayne kicked a shield to her right, sending two more off the edge, then spun with Carice and took off two more skulls.
James blocked a blade with his shield, crosscut another, then slashed downward through bone and rusty armor. He did not stop his cut, but followed down with his shield, knocking another off the right edge of the bridge and letting it shatter from the fall. He felt his hand glowing, though he had not willed it, and when he returned with a sweeping cut across the mob, the blue flames seemed to burn through the bone. Four more fell to piles, the hisses turning to faint screams, yet James backed up with Saberrak and Shinayne as the thousands kept their march, even crushing the remains of their dead brethren underfoot.
As the elven noble slashed the countless down with her blades, the knight of Chazzrynn and Saberrak hurled and cut more off the sides of the bridge, Zen Thalanaxe prayed loudly over the cacophony of crackling bones. As he finished, he swung his hammer around his head. 
“Gurdeth ekvir Vundren ve, darvillis!” Stone pillars shot up in circles, mimicking his motions with the warhammer, and thrusting up from the bridge into existence. The dead knights flung into the sky, were smashed into one another, and their countless numbers were now bottlenecked to get past.
“Volishir, Valashan…” Gwenne’s fingers went numb, she smiled, feeling the energies build around her. She tickled the emerald on her staff as small sparks began to ripple from nails. She looked to the army of dead knights her friends stood against, the bridge that would fall and consume them all, then she winked at the staff with a mischievous grin.
Very well, Indirith, Omnirian, Haddius de Seartes! But, you had best keep your promise, Lazlette.
“Indirith, Omnirian, Haddius de Seartes!” Gwenneth channeled her latent energies into the words and gripped the staff of Imoch as she thrust her hand forward toward the doors.The magic felt different, older, a blend of arcane and some divine power built into words that was either unknown or far beyond her. Her hand ached, nearly forcing it closed with a spasm of pain. The steel doors swung inward, steam rose from inside and small rivers of water pooled at her feet.
“Inside, quickly!” Gwenneth yelled over the war ensuing on the bridge.
Through parries and stop cuts, shield blocks and guarding greataxes, the three warriors on the bridge withdrew toward the steel doors and steam. Zen backed in, his steps sloshing on wet stone, and waited for his friends. Gwenneth turned inside, concentrating on illuminating her staff in the dark forgotten temple. With a well timed quick feint to lunge ahead, Shinayne, Saberrak, and James backpeddaled with their dwarven ally in past the doors as the dead knights raised their shields.
“Shut it, shut it, hurry now!” Zen and James grabbed the right door while Shinayne and Saberrak turned to the left. Just as the massing undead soldiers reached the entry, the steel portals slammed shut. Half a dozen arms and blades snapped with the steel, then fell to the stone floor and turned to dust and ash.
“How does it lock? There are no bars!” Saberrak leaned his weight on the doors, feeling the pressure from an army of bones trying against him. 
Gwenneth was showered in green light from the staff, turned and pointed her finger at the doors her companions leaned their backs to. “Ouderium, Omnirian Haddius de, Cierti!”
I did not tell you how to shut and seal them, how did you---
“I am a graduate master of Lazlette Semanarium Arcanum, Imoch. I am far beyond what you may think of me.” Gwenne whispered to the staff, having easily found the reversal of the empowered ancient words to the doors he had given her, she knew he would not have offered it willingly.
So you may be, but Lazlette was a servant family name when those like myself ruled the arcane. Be warned.
“They are sealed, we are safe now, you can let go.” Gwenne ignored the insult and threat from her staff and motioned for her friends to cease their support of the doors she had closed.
“This is interesting, how is it the other temples are vacant and burned out from war? Yet, this one stands sealed and preserved.” Shinayne followed Gwenne’s light around the chamber. High ceilings dripped with condensation, alcoves held stone basins with water that still flowed, and steam rose from the lower stairs that dove up and down through the center of the grand enclosed structure.
“What is that symbol, whose temple was this?” James traced his finger around a large glowing moon of stone. The top half glowed white, the bottom glowed blue, and rays that looked as waves decorated off of the bottom. As his fingers touched it, it throbbed and the sound of stone grating against stone echoed deep below.
“I would not be touchin’ that there, careful James. I don’t know who was worshipped here, and after two thousand years or so---“ Zen heard Saberrak snort over his head.
“Haddius, Ruler of the Oceans and Winds, he was worshipped here. He is one of the seven Caricians.” Saberrak knew it, from the scroll, from whatever was in him now, he just knew.
“There be ten temples around us then, what is the other three for if ye’ know so much, minotaur?” 
“To protect them. Their Mother and their Father, Seirena and Megos.”
“That makes nine, what be the tenth one then?”
“Some sort of hidden worship I cannot see, that no one can see. We are not allowed to see them.” Saberrak huffed.
“Baah, how do ye’ know that? And who be we, anyway?””
“Not sure how, but I do.” He snorted.
“Allright, I’ll buy that then, yer eyes be glowin’ blue and such now.” Zen nodded up with his chin toward the gray minotaur whose eyes had the effervescent shadows of rich blue wisping around them again, dancing flames over his horn tattooes. 
“We need to head down.” Saberrak blinked his eyes, trying to get the blue tinges to fade, and pointed to the stairs that led into humid darkness below.
“Very well Saberrak, Gwenneth, you keep yer’ light bright then. Come on, let’s all follow the chosen one here.” Azenairk chuckled as everyone fell into place treading down the curling spiral stairs of stone.
Step by slow cautious step, they passed floors of open temple with flowing pools of ancient water, steams that hissed from alcoves unseen, and the faint hum of noise from beneath grew more ominous. Mildew permeated the air as they continued, old bones and cloth robes floated by in airborn streams that drew stares, and skulls by the hundreds bubbled over in a pool of brackish green. Keeping a downward pace, prayers rooms and inner balconies on flooded terraces came into view, yet the source of the water was not to be seen. Small waterfalls recycled the bones and holy decorations of old priests before their very eyes, over and over, down through the roaring falls into steam and returning from another set of pouring water two floors later.
Gwenneth stopped, her feet reaching the last step available as the floors and stairs below were completely submerged under at least fifty feet of water. Her light shone brighter upon mental impulse, revealing treasures and coins beneath the flooded temple, and a round moon shaped door open far ahead. 
“I am afraid this is as far as we go!” Gwenne had to yell, seven waterfalls landing in all directions around her from varying heights from up where they had traversed. The streams came from this pool of a floor as well, spiraling into rushing brooks through midair, twirling into the lonely emptiness of the temple.
Saberrak walked past her, up to his knees now, then his waist, down the stairs he went. Shinayne lunged and grabbed his shoulder to pull him back, then James grabbed her arm, each of them holding on to one another as they tried to stop their minotaur friend from disappearing under the waters.
“Saberrak!” Shinayne’s hand slipped off of his wet scalemail.
 Without a word, the minotaur strapped his axes to his sides, and lowered his head as he descended into the flooded lower temple. The waters swirled, his eyes illuminated the entire submerged area with deep blue, and then everyone froze with awe.
As the gray minotaur reached the bottom, completely submerged and ignoring the muffled pleas of his friends, he felt to take a knee. As he did, the water parted just enough to breath, just a sliver of a finger wide in front of his bovine tattoed face. Saberrak raised his hands, placed his palms together as he knelt, and then put his hands into the open wedge of water. Opening his eyes, he slowly spread his hands apart, and the five floors of water moved aside with his palms. Saberrak Agrannar felt no struggle, no effort needed, and within moments his arms were straight out to his sides with a spanse of nearly ten feet from hand to hand. The waters were parted from the ground to the fifth floor.
“I…I do not believe what I am seeing.” Shinayne whispered to James.
“Nor I, but I am not going to wait for it to drown him either.” James rushed down the stairs.
“I am not going in there, no way on Vundren’s Mountain. He slips or snorts, and we are all drowned like fish.” Zen looked at the massive walls of water on either side of the minotaur, waiting like uncertain rocks to fall any moment.
Gwenneth’s eyes flared yellow with arcane sense, she gazed around, every direction then shook her head with wide eyed disbelief. “Impossible.”
“What is impossible? Not that I would disagree at this then, but just curious.” Zen backed up another step.
“Nothing there. There are auras from our gifts and weapons, some arcane treasures hidden throughout this temple that I can see, but nothing there.” She pointed to the kneeling minotaur with the walls of water held by his palms. “This is not magical, no arcane trick, it simply…is…it is not possible.”
“Who treads blindly into the Temple of the Sea? For wind and storm and water divine should block those that seek my misery…” The voice was old and deep, raspy, and it echoed from far into the halfmoon doors beyond Saberrak.
Zen cleared his voice. “I am Azenairk Thalanaxe, heir to Kakisteele, devout of Vundren. And who be you then?” 
“No matter to me, follower of the mountains and seeker of glories long past.” The walls of water crept in and bubbled with disapproval.
“Shinayne T’Sarrin, faithful of Siril, and I seek your protection and wisdom in---“
“Bother me not, I care nothing for the sky and song, nor can I see the stars of which you serve.” Anger brewed in the water, it hummed with old fury, and Saberrak now looked to be struggling to hold his arms out.
James stepped forward next to the minotaur, placed his hand on his shoulder, and let the blue light flow from his palm into Saberrak. The walls of water seemed to weaken back. “I am James Andellis, and I ask your permission to pass below.”
“Ahh do I feel my brother on your heart yet my mother in your touch. But you do not know of me nor I you, so bring not your confusion and sorrow here, I have enough in my eternity to suffice.” A stone slab began to close and grind shut, a halfmoon slate of stone slid down to close the portal ahead, and the voice drifted further away.
“Before you stands Saberrak Agrannar, blessed of your lost brother Annar!” Gwenneth yelled it, though not truly sure if she believed it, and she thrust her hand forward with all her force. Purple pulsing spasms of arcane light ripped from her fingers to the stone slab, and it lifted.
“You dare defy me woman! You believe in nothing, in none of the Gods nor Goddesses, and you defy me here? How would you enjoy your punishment?” The stone began to close again, splintering as the powers unseen from beyond forced it closed while Gwenneth unleashed humming energies that held it open.
“I believe in him!” Gwenneth pointed with her eyes and staff toward Saberrak. “And you shall allow him, and hear us for our arriving to you was no accident of the fates!” She clenched her fist, sweat beading on her face, and forced her arcane powers to open the portal once more. It raised, mere inches from the ceiling.
“Powerful you may be, but I do not suffer mortal threats nor the forces of my fathers magical tricks! You will---“
The gray minotaur stood, keeping his hands out wide to hold the water, and he raised his head. “Haddius, Ruler of Oceans and Winds, brother… please… let us enter.”
“I know not that voice, yet I feel you…Annar…could it be?” The waters that began to crush released, the halfmoon door was open, and a faint blue light shone from descending stairs beyond as if beckoning them to come forward. Gwenneth released her arcane forces, James let go Saberrak’s shoulder, and the minotaur bowed as he let down his arms. The water held safely to the sides on its own and calmed immediately. Shinayne and Azenairk stepped closer, watching for the water to crash and drown them all, yet it did not.
“I am not sure who I am, but I know who you are, I feel without seeing you. Let us pass.” Saberrak walked forward.
“There are ones among you who believe, and I wish to see what they see. Enter, brother, it has been untold millennia since we have spoken.” 
Haddius, forgotten and imprisoned God of the Oceans and Winds, invited the five beings into his prison. He had not seen a living soul in over two thousand years, since his last priests passed on here, entombed in water and sealed forever. In fact, he could see nothing since God Yjaros had taken his freedom and had him chained to the bottom of his temple in darkness and solitude. Yet, his feelings ran to his brother Annar, from what he could recall of him, and his immortal heart beat quick as these five approached. Haddius would never admit it, but the arcane forces holding his stone door open had been stronger than his will to have them shut. For the mortal woman wielding such power, he was most curious indeed.
 



Angeline IV:I
Border Crossroads, South of Vin Armon, Armondeen
Quite an encampment, this is no scouting party or border patrol. Angeline whispered into the thoughts of Kendari, through the air, despite his previous warnings to stay out of his mind and speak normally.
“I am very impressed on your conversational abilities, but my ears function just fine, stay out of my head.” He whispered back, crouching unseen behind the grove of maple and birch trees covering the crossroads. “And no, that would be an army, several in fact. Not that I care, just that they are in my path to Vin Armon and now I have to go around.”
Angeline of Charity looked down at the tents of indigo and gold, banners of talons clutching lances and scepters, and the three thousand or more men that had raised camp with the eastern setting sun. Their scouts constantly watched the east, toward Freemoore, as if waiting for something. She, the deer, and Kendari had circled around west to the south side of the armies, yet Angeline sensed the soldiers would eventually head that direction. Her feelings were strong that the men leading these forces, Armondeen by the flags, had ill intentions. So in the cover of dusk the three quietly avoided notice.
“They have set camp early, with several hours of sun and strength remaining. Why?”
“Seems they wait for someone, royal formation posted there to the east. Why does it matter?” Kendari raised his eyebrow, sensing a little curiosity and danger on the horizon, and mildly surprised she had spoken aloud, finally.
“If I knew why, I would not ask. But, we need to find out.” Angeline raised her eyebrow back to Kendari as she whispered. She had sensed it in her meditations this morning, something rising this evening, a decision.
“I am all for sneaking up to thousands of Armondi soldiers at dusk and spying for worthless information and intentions. I doubt, however, that your goddess sent you with such a purpose. There may be much killing involved.” He sneered, flashing his emerald eyes wide with a wicked smile.
“Seirena sent me west, to find you, to find Gwenneth Lazlette, and something else. This could be that something else, or part of it anyway. I only kill if I must defend myself against the wicked, Kendari of Stillwood.” She widened her green eyes at him, in return, with a similar grin.
“Wicked, eh? I like that word, suits me fine indeed. Very well, follow the line of that hillock, past the stream, behind the brush there. Then, we go in from the north, and be quiet.” The cursed swordsman pointed to the direction of their incursion with his finger as he whispered.
“Which tent?” Angeline felt Charity throb and send her feelings of care and danger. She nodded to the enchanted Soujan blade on her hip that she would be cautious.
“The one with all the guards, the large flags of Armondeen, and the one most protected of course. Your goddess needs to choose some educated servants going forward, just my opinion.” Kendari retorted.
“Grrwwwlll.” The young deer voiced his discontent toward the Nadderi elf.
Kendari, young deer in tow, crept out from their hidden vantage. Angeline followed, shadow to shadow, her blade disapproving of the cursed elf the entire time.They stopped behind a hillock, Kendari took cover behind the rocky precipice, silent as death. His two companions caught up moments later. Angeline saw the men on patrol now, not one hundred feet down the hill. The sun was falling fast to the east.
“Remember, assassin, you are in her service now as well. I would mind my words and deeds.” The knight of the secret order spoke under her breath.
“Assassins get paid, Angeline, so I would prefer vigilante swordmaster for this little trek across the continent. My nights of spilling blood for coin are on hiadus, it would seem. Your goddess must be out of gold.”
“Good, then keep it that way. A habit of murder is likely what got you as you are, and now on a journey of redemption. Not that you have taken it seriously.” Angeline watched the patrols changing position, their time to close in was near.
“I would not call four and a half centuries out of six, a habit. At one time, not long ago, it was a great accomplishment.” Kendari waited, his hand up to hold his companions ready.
“But not now, now you seek it undone or repaid. That is why I am here, and why the deer follows you.”
“Do not remind me, I may ponder the current situation with my past. Should I prefer the latter, you will be the first corpse to hit the ground, Angeline. You still have not given me the name, remember?” Three more seconds and they had an unseen moment to take.
“You have said that for three days now, you are not going to kill me, Kendari.” 
There were no words, none were needed. Kendari just smiled his wicked grin, blinked slowly once, and raised his chin ever so slightly at the comment. If I had a platinum coin for every poor soul that spoke words like that over the centuries, I would have my own kingdom.
I can hear you, Kendari.
I know. Pass it on to the deer and follow quickly, now.
Without a spoken sound, the three rushed down the north side of the hill, leapt over the small stream at sunset, and dashed behind an overgrown patch of brush and weeds. Bees buzzed from prickly flower to dying leaf in search of nectar. A pile of bones swarming with flies sat before them, tossed there by soldiers, and the heat washed a sickly stench to their noses. Though the bones held little remains, it was enough to be quite foul, and the wasted leftovers of several deer and horses ruined the harvest air. Eyeballs stared from a doe head, the tongue hanging just as still, and the vertebrae that should have connected to something, did not. Kendari put his hand over the deers mouth fast, hearing the start of a growling whine with a patrol of Armondi soldiers not twenty feet away.
Angeline soothed the deer with her hand on his back, slow strokes that seemed to calm him. “Not now my friend, not now. Pray for their spirits to be in a better place.”
Spirits in a…? Pray it was delicious, family or not, I am starv---The Nadderi elf felt something interrupt his thoughts.
Please stop.
Onions, garlic, venison, I can smell it now, not sure about horsemeat though. Must be an Armondi dish. I would pass, myself, unless it was that stupid horse tethered back west. Him, I would eat him just for revenge.
I said stop, you are beginning to disturb my serenity.
Angeline glared at Kendari, who smiled in return, then went back to watching the patrols light torches as the sun fell to the east. The Nadderi elf took off his leather glove, revealing that his hand was just as pale and covered with black spiral designs as his face and neck. He touched an golden band with three onyx stones, put his glove back on, and stealthily crept from the brush to the back of a tent. Then to another, pausing for passing guards who saw him not in the shadows, and then he stepped without sound to the command tent. He pulled the cowl of his cloak over his head, squatted low, and placed his hands on his hilts. The slightest nod, the faint flicker of green eyes, and Angeline knew she was signaled to proceed.
The lady of the Knights Soujan ducked low, focused on the air, and hovered an inch above the grass. The deer followed, signal by signal from their cursed companion, they reached the tent in the center of the camp, in the midst of three thousand soldiers. The sun disappeared, the sky grayed and darkened, and the shadows grew from everywhere. Armondi flags whipped and tossed in the intermittent breezes of night. Torches, bonfires, and braziers began to light from every direction. Kendari motioned to Angeline to wait still, the tent flaps opened from the other side, and they pressed their ears to the canvas.
“Lord Cetreus, how fares your mighty Feldumesh?” A voice from inside spoke with menace to his jovial tone.
“I am not here to discuss my city, Sir Yaelsh, nor yours. Where is Harron?” The response was from an older man, his shadow looked large and hunched from the outside vantage.
“Not coming.” The man referred to as Sir Yaelsh retorted.
“What do you mean by that? And scar or no scar, wipe that smile from your face when you speak to me, butcher.” Lord Cetreus growled.
“I can turn my head to the right and show my left, better?”
“Yes, much.”
“We are waiting for the bastard brat of your cousin the queen. Prince Rohne is to be allowed to lead us to unite forces with our Lord Amirak Harron, and we should be honored. Do you feel honored?” Sir Yaelsh, the Smiling Knight of New Aloeste, informed sarcastically. 
“Is this true, Sir Orlimane?” Cetreus, despite being the cousin to Andorra, held a manner of contempt in his voice.
“Her five silent bodyguards came and informed not two hours past, they wrote it in blood. You arrive late, eat.” The one known as Sir Orlimane tossed what looked like a loaf of bread to the older Lord of Feldumesh, though through the canvas it could have been anything.
“He is arriving from Freemoore, he was scouting for the ones that we were told of, and he was unsuccessful I heard. So, be respectful, give him honor, and remember he will be our king oneday soon. The Queen does not want her summoning disturbed with marching soldiers, so we meet a day south and join with our Amirak.” A fourth man spoke, sitting in the corner and sharpening a blade slowly.
“Ahhh… says the Bishop of Armondeen whose brother is the Lord Amirak of our armies. Says Thohne Vir Magaste, the brother of the man who slays the queen in her bedchambers to make bastards for our future kingdom. That feathered cross on your chest makes sick, shame you must keep up appearances. Give him honor? Rohne Viorius? I will offer a crib for baby Rohne.” The Smiling Knight responded while waving his hands. Laughter erupted from all four men as they ate and discussed their monarchs with disdain.
“If you had the chance to make princes with one such as Andorra, your loyalty to Armondeen would vanish like gold before a greedy dwarf, Yaelsh. My brother has done well for himself, and me. Besides, you know King Ian has but one stiffening left, and that will be when we bury him. He would not have made any princes himself, so, Harron saved Armondeen.” Bishop Thohne Vir Magaste summoned more laughter as he spoke.
“That is my cousin we are speaking of, men.” Lord Cetreus interjected.
“It is, but before she was queen, she was a born and raised priestess of Vasentanessa, on the island of Yallah. Cousin or no, you would have shanked that every which way without a second thought. You know what they train those girls as in those serpent temples, and rumor is they are pretty good at it. The crown and titles would not have ever entered your mind, old Cetreus.” Yaelsh countered, and pointed at the older lord.
“True words, true words.” Sir Orlimane chuckled and ate some more of whatever required utensils at his table.
“Fine, all that nonsense aside. Why are we here then, to play honor guard for Prince Rohne?” Cetreus broke up the muttering laughs and ate some of whatever he was tossed, then poured something into a glass from a table.
“You received the summons, did you read it?” Thohne replied.
“I did.”
“So, we go to ensure the retaking of the southern reach of Armondeen. With that opened, by whomever my brother and the queen say will be opening it, our kingdom grows by a third. Trade routes from the islands will prosper, and the free cities will fall next. It is expansion, Lord of Feldumesh.” The bishop sheathed his blade and took some of the liquid that smelled of wine for himself.
“We go to open a temple, kill some infamous adventurers, and spill their blood in honor of the eleven. Then, if those curselands are opened, we build a temple to Shukuru and his kin. Let us talk straight, false bishop. After that, who gets it?” Yaelsh replied with his condescending demeanor.
“I do.” Thohne Vir Magaste replied. “Andorra is going to begin a summons of a child of one of the eleven, who I do not know yet. The ritual will take place in the ruins,and their blood was asked for.”
“I give three dead shits about rituals, who gets the ruined city and the treasures?”
“The kingdom, of course. However, each of you will have a castle there, with title, and each of you gains one of the free cities when we conquer them after.”
“I want Freemoore then. Many will have to hang.” Lord Cetreus replied.
“I will take Sudri, north of Freemoore. An ample supply of elven women there to please my blade and bed.” Sir Yaelsh nodded.
“In which order, bed then blade I would hope?” Thohne asked.
“I have found in my years, once I have the ears of an elf as trophies, it matters not. If I prefer a night with raucus pleasure and screaming, bed first. If I want a bit of silence, well then…” Yaelsh laughed as he made a rather foul motion with his hips and sword at the same moment.
“Sir Orlimane the Shade, that leaves you with the little Targonde Villages, south of Freemoore. Not much there, unfortunately.” Thohne raised his chin and glass.
“You know me, by reputation more than acquaintance, but I do not require much. I do not talk much, the shadows and I share often, and in the night I give homage to the eleven with my axe. Bring me your dead and unwanted, then I have all I need.”
“Agreed then. As soon as Prince Rohne arrives to us, we head west to Vin Armon and join with Harron’s forces. Then, we travel south and collect some sacrifices, and we are all the wealthier. This is just formality remember, we do not need five thousand men to capture five fools, but you never know what could come out of that place after two thousand years.”
“Who are these five then? I heard rumor that the minotaur with them killed a dragon in the Misathi.” Yaelsh retorted.
“I heard they sank an Altestani warship in Harlaheim as well. That will put a little strain on all our dealings should their attitudes reflect the incident. We all profit well from that illicit trade, and keeping our northern allies content and secret will pay off when war comes to the continent again.” Lord Cetreus commented.
“Do not worry on that, old hangman. Altestan knows that with King Ian safely in retirement in Forrivar, that Andorra holds the kingdom, and then me in a false spiritual sense. They know nothing of she and Harron. Besides, they are too busy with Kivanis right now, so I hear.” Thohne reassured them.
Sir Orlimane coughed on whatever he was eating and then washed it back with his goblet. “Kivanis is a diversion.”
“And how do you know this, Sir Shade?” Thohne replied quickly.
“Neheris, the noble…noble…whatever his title is, prince I think, he told me as much when we traded last month. They have spies arriving monthly in secret, through Kivanis, but they are watching Shanador.” Orlimane spoke seldom, but when he did, it was as if gravel was creeping across a tombstone.
“Altestan is simple, Sir Orlimane. Three emperors, and everyone else is a prince. Whether they are or not, be it merchants, sons of noble families, or descendants of the emperors, they all get called prince if they are of the chosen race and have blue eyes. The word is Kaven, in their tongue.” The Smiling Knight replied.
“And never mention a queen or princess to them, they treat their women little better than dogs. Most Altestani men have two wives, some three or more. Do you know, in Altestan, if you dishonor Yjaros or an emperor that they kill your wives and daughters instead of you?” Cetreus followed.
“How do I book passage then?” Yaelsh chortled.
“Saints as well. Since God is Yjaros, all they believe to be divine, all else is a saint and not worthy of actual worship nor prayer. So we say, San Shukuru, or San Cancuru in their presence. It is a lot to remember, but when they take this continent, we will be on the victorious side for certain.” Thohne assured with his confident words.
“Do they know of the five and the curselands, or is that secret safe with us?” Sir Yaelsh queried without sarcasm for once.
“No, they are aware of them.” Thohne drank another glass of wine. “But I assured them we will send their remains and handle it as if they had attacked one of our own. Prince Jhaleem Kerikadahn, Kaven of Khutra, is an admiral prince with around one hundred warships in his fleet. He accepted our wishes to see it done.”
“How do they know these five can even pass the storm or enter that place? What makes Andorra and Harron sure enough to take such noble forces and grand sirs as ourselves to action?” The Smiling Knight queried sarcastically, waving his arms around the tent.
“His father.” Bishop Thohne pointed to Lord Cetreus. “Trehad the eternally cursed of Devonmir, he and his two cohorts in dark damnation, have seen the five fugitives and know of them. They have something that can open and free those lands, and they confirmed it with the voices from the eleven. The Hells command the sacrifice and a temple, and we shall be there to honor it.” 
“And to make sure no one sees it. We may have to kill a few of our own, but all for the greater glory.” Cetreus added.
“Hail Shukuru and his flames! Hail Cancuru and his madness! Let us all swim in blood and glory eternal!” Bishop Thohne spoke soft, yet with force and purpose to his words.
His words sent chills through the canvas tent to Kendari, Angeline, and even the deer. The men chuckled, toasted, and carried on with talking of their cities and the kingdom of Armondeen. Kendari felt his chest, the mark of Nareene was burning hot, he knew something approached and it was time to leave. He looked to Angeline and the deer with a serious glare. He touched his head, nodded, and thought of the words he would whisper but could not in their close position.
We need to leave, now
I agree
Watching in the dark, with but slivers of Carice and Gimmor overhead in the twinkling starlight, Angeline, the deer, and Kendari snuck back to safety. Past four tents with feasting Armondi soldiers, avoiding the carcass filled brushpile, and over the quiet stream they crept. They paused as another patrol of twenty men arrived from the west, then they dashed around a hill and removed their cowls. 
Angeline spoke first, keeping calm and feeling the impulses from Charity that she had already sensed. “Kendari, I must go. I have to find them in the south before these men do. I feel our paths must part this night.”
Kendari shook his head and affirmed without question. “I was about to suggest the same. Take the deer, for what I may have to do in Vin Armon could get a bit, bloody.”
The deer scruffed his paws in the dirt, nudged Kendari, and shook his head to the no. 
“The deer goes with you, I cannot change the will of the Mother.”
“Fine, just make sure you find them, and travel fast and safe.” Kendari nodded to the deer and squinted his eyes in displeasure. “And you, stay close, quiet, and do as I say.”
“And you? What is your plan Kendari of Stillwood?”
“Trust me, I will get in. I have a summoning to disrupt. You just do, whatever you do, and do not fail them. Leave Vin Armon to me.”
“Then this is farewell, my vigilante swordmaster.” Angeline closed her eyes and breathed in the calm air. “Watch over him.”
“I will.” Kendari nodded.
“I was speaking to the deer.” Angeline patted the young buck on the head and rubbed his little horns.
“Ahh, amusing. Farewell, flying woman. If one or both of us should die, it has been an adventure crossing blades with you in three different kingdoms.”
“She works in mysterious ways, never forget this. You can find redemption, I know from experience. It has been a dangerous twist of fate meeting you, to say the least. Seirena’s blessing upon you, Kendari of Stillwood.” Angeline reached out her arm, she saw him hesitate and stare, then he took a breath and shook her forearm to his.
“Well met, Angeline of Charity, of the Knights Soujan.” It had been centuries since he had met someone he felt respect for. Longer since he felt to shake arms, hands, or embrace anything. Quickly, Kendari pulled the cowl over his head and dashed into the darkness north and west. The deer cast a knowing glance or three to Angeline, but he followed the Nadderi elf closely. Within moments, they were gone.
Angeline was alone in the dark, under the moons, she closed her eyes and knelt in the grass. She heard Kendari’s trampling horse ride off north. She drew Charity from her scabbard and laid her in front of her knees. Clearing her mind, she allowed the stars, the white moon, and the earth itself to come to her. Charity sang a song that only she could hear, sending blessings out in poetic verse for Kendari and the deer. After moments in silence, the lady of the Knights Soujan opened her eyes and looked at Charity. A leaf had blown onto her anglic carved crosspiece of little feminine faces. The leaf pointed due south, then blew away in the night breeze.
“South it is.” Angeline picked up her hand and a half blade of her secret order, kissed it, and sheathed it. She felt a throb, a sound in her head, Charity was telling her something.
“I know, I feel it too. A child to be born soon, one of the Caricians is close by, and so is Gwenneth Lazlette. Sing to me Charity, for we have a long travel to cover in short time.” Angeline felt the grass and air lift her, felt the wind in her face as she hovered with inhuman steps, and followed the guiding will of the children of the Mother.
 



Johnas IV:II
Castle Valhera, Valhirst
“Capitan D’Littai, your men are falling back on the south and north walls! Send out your reserves!” Johnas yelled from the catwalk of Valhera castle as arrows flew over his head from the enemy and stones from catapults crashed into his city.
“Yes, m’liege! But I have no more sergeants to lead them!” The Harlian capitan had four thousand men outside the walls of Valhirst battling the armies of King Mikhail and Chazzrynn. One legion to the north, one to the south, and two on the western entrance. Half of those men were dead and dying already, only half an hour into the siege.
“Do you need an invitation? Get on your damn horse and charge the field, capitan!” Johnas drew his longsword and pointed to the leader of the borrowed Harlian forces. Capitan D’Littai drew his rapier, pulled the visor on his helmet down, and marched down the stairs to what remained of his men.
Johnas had not expected Mikhail to charge in so hard, head on as he had, surely knowing he was outnumbered. The king with Lord Corey’s forces had rode right through the Harlaheim infantry, and even match of numbers but not experience. Aelaine Lazlette and her Kendrynn Shilde had occupied the archers and infantry there with hit and run tactics into the south wall. Her arcane powers were eating up arrows and time as her balls of fire and strokes of lightning weakend the castle gates. General Fandruss had waited for the late arriving Sir Jallan of Hurne, and now outmatched the forces on the north wall as well. With his walls so occupied with the deafening barrage of battering rams, he had not had time to counter Chancellor Marcus who relentlessly fired catapults and volleys of arrows, one after another, into his city.
“My prince, why do we wait? We have two thousand men of our own with bows and blades, and Lord Unarvin here and his thousand, not to mention our agents all ready to spring from the sides spill blood for you.” Oggidan ducked a spear thrown from the battle below that somehow reached up near the top of the catwalk. He looked down with his prince.
Four thousand or more men on foot and horse were carving each other red through steel and standards on three fronts of the castle. Just as many were dead on the green summer grasses and being trampled underfoot. Their bridge was up, yet Mikhails’ army had placed three siege bridges over his moat, and had gotten two wheeled battering rams across. One was useless, covered in oil and flames, one hundred dead around it already. The other was covered with shields and still cracking through the main gates of the castle. They watched King Mikhail rally his men, fighting like he was half his own age, fighting while surrounded and never faltering. The black falcon flags and banners would not fall, his men were winning, and Johnas knew it.
Lord Unarvin, the traitor from Saint Gavrielle spoke solemnly as well, watching the deaths of thousands this close had humbled him. “Seems we are losing the north and south, but barely holding the west gate---“
“I know what form the siege is in, fat traitor and one handed boy! I need not a lecture!” Johnas yelled.
“Sorry my prince.” They spoke quietly as the screams and clash of steel rang below them.
“We wait to get all the borrowed forces on the field. Once I am done with the Harlians, you, Unarvin will lead our forces in the courtyard. You will get to see a king die by my hand, so be ready on my command.” Johnas sneered at the traitor, he despised the fat bearded wretch.
“Yes, my prince.” Lord Unarvin bowed as another stone smashed new cracks into Valhera castle to their left.
“Oggidan, get me Farrigus and tell him to fetch his men from the ships, now. All agents to the upper tunnels and balconies. Here, take this, give it to Vermillion of the South, tell him to guard the heir prince close.” Johnas unbuckled his kris blade with the strange emerald pommel. It had been throbbing, his mother inside warning him of many things. In the midst of siege, he could not discertain what she was directing him toward, so he would send the steel blade to his brother, despite her obvious displeasures.
“My prince, the sword is, it is…vibrating and ouch!
Ahhh…owww! It stings me, how does it do that?” Oggidan held the grip and then switched to holding it by the scabbard as pain shot through his remaining hand.
“Do not touch it, just carry it to Vermillion, now!” Johnas took a shield held out by one of his many squires. He had three thousand men, panthers, and agents waiting. Yet, he felt timing was not right. “And send the doppelgangers to me.”
Oggidan ran down the stairs to the courtyard, then into the castle to head below. Lord Unarvin followed Johnas to ready the men, then Johnas nodded to his guards and raised his hand. The north and south gates were sealed behind the Harlian forces outside in a desperate battle at the walls. The thousands of soldiers of Valhirst backed up to the rear east wall in formation, drew and raised their bows, then waited.
“What are you doing, my prince?” Unarvin knew that the Harlaheim forces were mixed in melee with King Mikhail, and would be hit as well with the blind rain of flights.
“Are you Harlian, Lord of Saint Gavrielle?” Johnas clenched his fist in the air.
“No, my prince.” He bowed his head.
“Then what do you care? Archers, loose!” Three times he gave the order, and three times the two thousand bows of Valhirst fired over their western gates into the battle they could not see.
Screams, both Harlian and Chazzrynnian alike, rose each time mere seconds after the arrows filled the sky. Johnas smiled, mounted his stallion, and waited for his reinforcements to ready their blades and shields. The steel portcullis was leaning in, coming loose from the stone, he knew his uncle would be through soon. Several more duplicates of himself appeared throughout the caslte interior, and he grinned even more.
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“You arrre so lucky that Johnas wants you to hang frrrom his walls, little prince. If I had my way, you would be food forrr my men.” Farrigus kicked his boot into the fetal curl of Bryant again, then again. His whiskers were sprouting as the smell of blood rose faintly in the air and the chains rattled with every blow he delivered. He purred as he smiled, certain he had broken many bones of the heir prince of Chazzrynn in the last half hour of retribution. 
Jehrale Valhera watched, no emotion on his face at all, and stood silent by the four agents in the prison corridors of the White Spider underground. The crashing of stones and battering of rams echoed little, but enough for him to hear this far under. His senses were keen, he heard someone approaching, yet he kept his eyes on this Farrigus creature, man, whatever he was. 
“You know, Brrryant, no one everrr escapes the White Spider. No one ever has, so you know this is your last day, rrright?” Crimson of the North, a title now held by this strange man known as Farrigus Narminson, grabbed the heir prince by the hair and slammed his knees into his face.
Bryant fell back down and curled up. He could not see out of his left eye as it was swollen over. His energy was gone after two weeks of whatever they fed him and cold sweats in the dark. His breathing was short, something clacked in his chest, surely bones were broken. He tried to move his fingers into fists, yet only one hand would respond, and that hand was missing a finger already. His left leg was numb from the knee down, and his jaw felt strange from the right side up past his ear. The strength he had to fight, to talk and insult at least, was gone. The strong kick of this man, who he vaguely remembered to start, was beyond the forceful beatings of the others. This man was not human, something was not right about him, but he remembered the patch. Bryant recalled the man on the Queen Sapphire that attacked his galleon, and he thought of how he had won and left her stranded in the islands. He tried to smile, knowing that he was right about the White Spider. Another boot, then three, ended his pleasant thoughts.
“Enough. That is enough, someone is coming Farrigus.” Jehrale drew his twin shortblades and turned slow inside a shadow. The four agents did the same, though not nearly as well.
“I am now Crimson of the North, I expect the title to be rrrecognized, Vermillion.” Farrigus purred back, slowly turning darker with fur and also taking solace in a dark slant of shadow.
“Fine, Crimson of the North, shut your mouth. Your time with the prisoner is over. Better?” Vermillion watched a lone figure run down the stairs.
“You arrre lucky I smell your relation to Johnas, or the Emerald Eight would need another leg to stand on, Vermillion.” Farrigus walked on all fours now, the patch over his eye, and prowled the underchamber. “It is the red headed boy, I smell him.”
“Master Vermillion, where are you?” Oggidan whispered. He jumped back and pointed his armblade. One feline eye was to his right while four sets of blades came from his rear and left.
“Here, young Oggidan.” Jehrale Valhera sheathed his blades and walked forward, the agents heeded his words and withdrew without order. He noticed Farrigus wince at the fact the agents listened to him without question.
“I have sent the other agents up topside, the war is going to breach the gates soon. Farrigus I have---“ Oggidan was cut off.
“Crimson of the North, boy, do not forrrget it again.” Farrigus growled.
“My apologies.” Oggidan bowed slightly to the one eyed panther. “Master Crimson, Prince Johnas has requested you and your men from the ships to the courtyard, now.”
“Is that an orrrder, boy?”
“No sir, just from the prince is all, not from me.” Oggidan reached out his hand with the jeweled scabbard, Johnas’ kris blade inside. “Master Vermillion, the patriarch has asked for you to guard the heir prince, and told me to give this to you. Be careful, it hurt me when---“
“I know, only Johnas and I can hold it.” Jehrale took the blade that held the timeless spirit of their mother, known as the emerald witch of Valhirst. Her trial was inevitable two decades past now, she was guilty of killing their father, so she had plunged this blade into her chest. Now, she was inside it, always guiding her sons to what she failed to accomplish in life and warning them of danger.
“So I go to fight the war, while mighty Vermillion gets gifts and guard duty? Typical, Johnas always has his favorites, but those favorites usually end up dead.” Crimson of the North stalked out of the underground to get his feline brethren from the galleons at port.
“Was that a threat, newly appointed replacement?” Jehrale unsheathed the kris blade, then a shortblade in his left.
“A prrromise, master Vermillion, brother of Johnas Valhera. Your title may be just as precarious as mine, one by curse and timing, and one by rrrelation. I go to kill many men now, you two enjoy the dark…and watch your path, you neverrr know what may cross it.” Farrigus the panther stalked up the stairs in the dancing torchlight, alone.
“Brother? Is that true, master Vermillion?” Oggidan walked back toward his second mentor. The first was Fadim, the previous Crimson of the North, who was killed as a traitor by Sapphire of the East. Now, Oggidan had been learning under Vermillion of the South, and he was smiling at the thought that he was the brother to Johnas Valhera.
Jehrale walked back toward the heir prince after a quick nod to the four guarding agents. He thought of how he was supposed to kill anyone that found out, but that was not possible now. He resigned that Johnas, as king soon, would have to accept the fact their secret would become common knowledge in the White Spider. “Yes Oggidan, I am his younger brother, Jehrale Valhera.”
Oggidan looked as Vermillion of the South removed his hood. Scars on his left side looked to be from acid or burns, three scratches on his right went from eye to throat, and his head had slicked back blonde hair tied in a tail. His eyes were green, and without the markings, he looked nearly identical to Johnas, especially with the emerald sword in his hand.
“I…I..don’t know what to say, master Vermillion of---“
“Please, call me Jehrale, I almost never hear my name spoken.” Jehrale stared at Oggidan, smiled, and then looked to the heir prince who was staring up at him from his shivering curled position on the cell floor. The three looked back and forth, in silence for untold moments. 
“It was my mothers’ wish that one of us survived, as she feared House Salganat would kill us all. After Mikhail had turned my father against us, she hid me away and faked my death by fever. I was very young, my father dead shortly after, and Johnas was the elder. It is the way of things with warring houses in a kingdom. The Valheras had many generations of rule in Chazzrynn, then the Salganats for the last several centuries. Now, the Valhera line will rule again.” 
“You rule from shadows…only…Valhera…honor belongs to house…Salganat…forever.” Bryant moaned out what he could as his tired body collapsed against the wall he had drug himself to.
“Your house has but two men left, Bryant. One imprisoned here, one about to die on the fields of Valhirst. There is something you should know before you hang this night. Something to put your mind at ease.” Jehrale sheathed the emerald kris blade, ignoring the throb and warnings it was sending him.
“What.. is.. that, traitor…” His jaw and breath both struggled to emit sound. Bryant tried not to stare, but from the corner of his eye, he saw a flash of steel in the dark, then another.
“Your older brothers, Gartaine and Draile, were not killed in the war with Harlaheim all those years ago. And, your mother, Helinna, did not die of the fever, either.” Jehrale grinned and stared as he walked close through the open cell. The throbbiing was constant now, his mother wanted something, but she would have to wait. He drew a shortblade and placed it under the chin of Bryant. “Now you know.”
Bryant felt the tears, but he could not cry anymore, he had not the strength. His lip puckered, eyes watered and burned, but all he could do was lay there against the wall in chains. His eye caught two more flashes of steel in the dark. He saw the outline of two black clad agents fall slowly, as if they were held from behind, and then something drug them back into the darkness. Bryant looked, all four agents were gone now. He stalled, spoke with all he had left in his chest.
“Why, what… have I… ever done.. to you, Valhera?”
Jehrale went to respond with something atrociously evil and foul, then he saw, just as the words went to his lips. In the eye of the heir prince, something moved behind he and Oggidan. He drew the kris blade and dove ahead and turned. Two slices of steel went through the air behind him, right where he had been standing.
“Oggidan on guard, behind you!” 
The red headed boy spun round, blade out on instinct, drawing his off hand sword in mid turn. Both his edges met a broadsword meant for his neck. He was face to face with Knight of Southwind  by the tabard and chevrons, barely older than himself. He glared, his two blades still pressed to the one sword of the intruder.
There were no words, just stares and pacing steps. Jehrale Valhera circled with an elf, savage looking with tribal markings on his face, who held a falcata and a kukri dagger toward him in a loose and low stance with his chin down. Vermillion kept a sideways stance, guard high, leading with the kris blade and holding his shortblade off to the left. 
“Stand down men of Valhirst. We want the prince, nothing more.” The tan elf spoke quietly yet stern.
“You cannot have him, elf.” Vermillion of the South nodded to Oggidan Chilar as they closed in step, nearly back to back.
“Then by the title vested to me by King Mikhail of Chazzrynn, I, Sir Liogan Andellis, declare your lives forfeit.” Liogan Andellis nodded to Lavress Tilaniun, the two taking slow steps to flank their enemies, four dead agents bleeding out behind them. “Lavress, now what do we do?”
“Oggidan.” Jehrale glared at the elf as the kris blade glowed green and hummed.
“Yes master Vermillion?” The young boy with one hand spoke over his shoulder.
“Show no mercy.”
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The roar of the crowd did nothing for him, not even a hint of pleasure did he feel as he walked past the seven mangled bodies that littered the floor of Ajastaphan Arena. Chalas Kalaza had been all but abandoned here with his bloodshed. Agents hid from him, Cadius was now the domenarch supposedly, but had not been seen, and he had no army nor scouts to begin his search for Saberrak the gray of Unlinn. His take from the arenas was mounting though, up to five thousand in gold or more he surmised. Soon, he would have is own butchering guild, armed to the teeth, and he would seek out the gray gladiator that had escaped him. 
The brown minotaur felt his chipped horn, courtesy of the son of Tathlyn, and his hate brewed more. He sheathed his serrated greatblade and strode out of the arena doors into the barracks. He passed the fearful stares of captured men, dwarves, and every other sort of slave. Chalas walked toward the doors that led into White Spider territory, and the massive ogre guardians stepped aside without word. He had it here, the fear, the respect, and the adoration of tens of thousands of spectators that loved the blood he spilled and death he caused. 
He was undefeated still, in Unlinn, in Tre’hahdim arena, and in the secret underground arena of Ajastaphan. Though he wanted it to have meaning, it did not. He knew, though he had never heard it with his own ears, that many whispered of the gray minotaur that got away. The battle after the battle with Mafahann the two-headed ogre, between he and Saberrak, many thought Chalas had lost. It burned like a fire inside, a relentless flame of purgatory and hate, one that Chalas Kalaza would extinguish in brutal fashion. 
A dark shadow of a figure crept from the left corridor, crossed in front of him, and was gone to the right too fast to catch. Chalas looked down, a piece of parchment fluttered to the black stone floor. He looked around, smelled the air, no one but him here. The minotaur picked it up with one hand, drawing his blood and flesh encrusted blade with the other.
The parchment read only a few words, but his scarred face sported a grin nonetheless.
Our silent feud must come to an end, come to the balcony, Domenarch Cadius of Devonmir
“About time. We shall see how silent it is when you scream with your entrails falling down my steel, Cadius.” Chalas crumpled the paper and threw it to the floor. He turned and headed up the stairs to the left, curling up into the darkness. Agents with black masks nodded to him and gave him a wide berth, torches lit with arcane fires as he passed, and the doors to the White Spider balconies were open as he arrived.
Cadius sat at the table, warlock mirrors out on display, two ogre sentinels on each side of him. Three dark figures also sat with the Harlain wizard, two agents and one dark clad elven woman. His eyes bore right into those of Cadius. His goatee was trimmed now, his banyan root staff was held tight in his hand, and he looked nervous. Chalas expected as much.
“You failed to inform Johnas of my position, and took it for yourself. Clever, avoiding me was the only way for you to survive.” He snorted and kept walking forward, blade tapping the sofas and chairs as he lowered his horns.
Cadius, despite the current arrangement, could not help but feel terror. Over eight feet and five hundred pounds of brown hide and muscle with no conscience was heading right for him. He nodded nervously, and the two of the Emerald Eight stood up at the table. Sylette Sassari of Shalokahn remained comfortable. Her matching elven blades, one long and one short, were at rest in their scabbards.
“So this is him? The famous Chalas Kalaza, my family and I have profited from your kills, bravo minotaur.” Sylette winked at Chalas, her black hair pulled back and flowing behind her pointed ears as her deep brown eyes shimmered like magic. 
“And you let women speak for you as well, you are weak, even for a pathetic human.” Chalas dove at him, over the table, the two agents diving out of the way. Cadius blinked as the minotaur roared, and then stopped in midair. A strange glow of reds and orange formed around him, his body frozen in place over the table, his blade not half a foot from the face of Cadius.
Cadius let out a deep sigh, wiped his face from the sweat that ran, and stood. “My lords of Devonmir, you have your gold and your new champion, as per the agreement with the patriarch of the White Spider.”
The veil of black wall faded to nothing and three dark robed beings hovered through the dissipating mist that remained. They circled the minotaur in silence, each set of red eyes behind their cowls seemed appeased, yet they whispered in an unknown tongue to one another. Koligail, Trehad, and Maroguille all held a respectful finger toward the beast and killer, knowing well enough to hold the spell in place. They spoke, in unison, sending shivers up the spines of all but Chalas Kalaza. “We will take him below with the screams and shadows, send the gold to our thrones. Our deals are done and debts repaid, Domenarch Cadius, yet we will be in touch, often.”
“And what will you do with him, my great lords?” Cadius shuddered, knowing full well these three were the dead or eternal damnations of dark infernal sorceries gone wrong. He had hoped to never be this close to them.
“Our mistress to the magicks beyond has something special for us, Nareene always delivers the most wonderful and delicious of rites. You will see him in the arenas in time, and by then I would not recommend placing your bets against him. Come Chalas Kalaza, it is time to meet the spirits of the hells and become so much more than you already are.” The lords three bowed and hovered toward the stairs, this time with their prize held helpless and hovering behind them.
“My family thanks you for the information, Lords of Devonmir. We call our debts even as well. Best dark wishes in your experiments.” Sylette Sassari spoke gracefully and bowed as the three hovered away with the famous undefeated brown minotaur.
Ruby of the Sea and Emerald of the Ocean both bowed as well, then turned to Cadius and Sylette. “Our affairs here are settled, your domain is secure, and we must travel west. The Patriarch wishes the White Spider to find answers to Jade of the West and the fugitives that sank the Altestani vessel.”
“I will inform Johnas of how greatly appreciative we are here, and how well the Emerald Eight have managed to handle our disturbances. I hope to see you both again.” Cadius looked over the railing into Ajastaphan Arena, admiring his new domain of power in the White Spider.
“Pray you do not see us again.” Ruby of the Sea added.
“For that means you are unable to handle things without our guidance.” His twin, one of the quadruplets, Emerald of the Ocean commented in return.
“Then, I hope to never see you again.” Cadius corrected. Those two were silent, as always, and left without word nor hassle. 
“And you, dear Sylette, where do we stand with the Sassari family?” 
“I have a name, that was all I needed to put reason to my cousin Vossir’s death. Though I will admit, we suspected one of yours responsible for the deed, the Lords of Devonmir gave me one much more probable and valuable to Shalokahn.” Sylette Sassari drew her paired Simnorri blades in a flash, then spun them as if they were lighter than air, and sheathed them with a malevolent grin.
“And that name was?”
“T’Sarrin. Shinayne T’Sarrin of Kilikala. She passed through here recently, rescued that gray horned beast with the Lazlette woman, and left many dead behind her. Whether it was her or your traitor, Kaya T’Vellon, that killed Vossir, it matters not. Between the Sassari family and the T’Sarrin family there is a history that leaves no room for coincidence.” 
“Then we, the White Spider and the Sassari family, hunt the same group to the west. Perhaps a union?” Cadius admired her, desired her, she was thin and elegant, deadly and intriguing all with one breath.
Sylette laughed loud and wickedly. “Amusing, truly, but I work alone. Farewell Cadius, tell your spiders to stay out of my way. If another of my family ends up with so much as a hair out of place in this city, my brother Avricas will be here, personally. Pray he does not bring Surma Shatan with him.” 
“I will be sure to pass the word of warning along. Farewell.” Cadius walked between his ogre as he watched the lady assassin of Shalokahn leave the balcony. He made motion for more wine from his two ogre guards. They looked to one another, shrugged, and began arguing over who would grab and pour.
“Ahhh…almost perfect, almost.” Cadius released several months’ worth of tension with a collapsing thump into his chair, spilling some of the wine. He poured some more for himself, looked over the arena, and thought of Rinicus three-blades, his old friend for so many years. He looked up, hoping his beheaded friend could see that he had gotten some vengeance on his murder. Then he looked down, realizing that like himself, Rinicus would be deep in the hells when life was over. He drank, laughed, and drank some more as the soon to be dead were announced into the arena.
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His falcon hilted broadsword plunged down from his mare again, and another Harlian soldier felt the kings steel through his chest and met the blood smattered field. Arrows uncounted covered his men and the Harlian forces, their steeds, and the field before Castle Valhera, yet he fought on. Mikhail Salganat turned his horse to the left, trampling another Harlian soldier, then charged ahead toward the raised blade of the Captain of their forces. He did not care for numbers, he knew not how fared the north or south fronts, just that an enemy was still keeping him from his son.
Banner with the black falcon behind him with his squire, he raised his shield with the same symbol, and charged the Harlian leader. His shield caught the rapier, yet his point reached fast to the thigh of his foe. As his enemy went to raise his shield and counterattack, Mikhail smashed his steel shield up into the other, and slashed his sword across the Harlian’s chest. His mare kept the charge, his men cheered as their king had dispatched his third Harlian officer with his blade, and the king of Chazzrynn raised his bloody blade high. A few more men were cut down, more surrendered, and soon he heard the hails and roars of victory behind him. It had been long since he had won a field, but that feeling came back as if it were yesterday.
He turned around to rally his forces, Lord Corey beside him, but as he looked, the hope was stolen from him by his own eyes. Out of two thousand men, he had but three hundred or less following. Mikhail looked north and saw the same, General Fandruss and Sir Jallan having few foes left but perhaps one hundred men alive. The king looked south, he saw Aelaine and Kendrynn Shilde, and two hundred men at their front. He guessed that he had just over half a legion remaining, another full when he summoned the reserves and archers, and he knew that not one Valhirst soldier had come out a gate so far. Johnas Valhera had decimated his men, and his own Harlian forces, with senseless abandon and cruel cowardly volleys.
The rams continued, the catapults flung stone into Valhirst, and King Mikhail raised his hand for the flag of Chazzrynn. His first thought was retreat and regroup, yet the main gate was almost broken through. He thought next of Bryant, in there, somewhere. He waved the banner of his realm, signaling Lord Burrain, Lord Dimitri, and Chancellor Marcus to bring the reserve legion and the siege ladders. Another charge of men, tools of war and siege en route, and another roar of victory erupted. The gates to Castle Valhera fell in at both the south and western fronts.
“Brave men of Chazzrynn, into the castle!” King Mikhail roared like a lion, like warlord on fire, and like a fearless Salganat King.
Thunder echoed from a gray sky with no storms, turning the heads of all to the west. Even Johnas Valhera on his battlements, directly above his uncle, turned to see what it was. At first, only helms rose slowly over the horizon, a row of helmets fifty men wide. Then faces appeared, bounding up and down on armored steeds. Lances lowered as the charging cavalry crested the hill, five deep, then ten, then sixteen rows deep could be seen and heard. They parted as they came around the artillery and camp of King Mikhail, no one knowing for sure whose side they were on. Everyone was ready fo an attack as the cavalry charged toward the dwindling battle. Suddenly, a white flag unfurreled, then another with the red feathered crosses of Alden, and then banners of the black falcon rose from bannermen into the wind. Lord Alexei T’vellon drew his broadsword and pointed it up to the battlements, right at Johnas Valhera. 
“For Chazzrynn, for honor, and
For King Mikhail!”
“It’s the Knights of Southwind!” Lord Corey smiled so hard it hurt his face. The cheers went loud, the reserve army charged alongside, and the invasion of Castle Valhera began. 
“Ready, loose!” Johnas Valhera’s voice could be heard from above.
Arrows by the thousands flew outside of the courtyard and through the gates. Lord Corey was feathered and dropped dead as were the men with the battering rams.
“Now!” The voice unseen again, but the Prince of Valhirst it was for certain.
Burning oil flooded down the battlements. The screams of men having their flesh and features melted away was a sound Mikhail had hoped never to hear again. His forces were trudging over the dead and dying, right into arrow fire, and cramming into the broken castle gates. 
“Light them!”
Torches by the dozens flung over the edges of the castle and created a wall of fire around the moat. The cavalry was in disarray, steeds balked and reared, even the Knights of Southwind were held up at the bottleneck. Arrow slits by the dozens suddenly held archers in black masks that fired into the slow moving mob of Chazzrynn soldiers. 
Still, the two thousand men of King Mikhail and Southwind  charged in, gloriously, face to face with three thousand well rested soldiers. The ladders hit the castle walls by the dozens, the reserve legion began their climb, and King Mikhail charged through with Marcus Mederris one side and Alexei T’vellon on the other. The king looked to his left, he knew the stairs to the battlements, and he knew Johnas was up there. Bloody broadsword in hand, he led his entourage toward the courtyard, and to victory.
“I am coming Johnas Valhera! Your king comes for justice!” Mikhail heard growling as he ran the stairs and his men charged the Valhirst soldiers. The clash of blades and men nearly drown it out, yet it sounded like many large felines from his left beyond the walls.
“I am waiting uncle, I see you brought my crown!” Johnas drew his longsword and raised his shield seeing the king approach. He pointed toward the keep with his blade, far above the courtyard. “All of Valhirst to arms!”
Black clad agents poured from every vantage, crossbows fired, daggers flew end over end, and fast blade cuts into weary soldiers spilled blood over the stone. Lord Unarvin charged his men into the legions of King Mikhail, followed by the armies of Valhirst. The courtyard was filled with battle, the balconies and battlements swarmed with southwind swords, and masked men cut from corners and shadows. 
Johnas Valhera watched as his thousands battled thousands in the courtyard, flashes of black clad agents whittling down the numbers too fast to count. He waited for Mikhail to make it up the steps, then he ducked under his shield as an explosion erupted behind him. Smoke and rock was everywhere, he could not see five feet in front of him, yet the breeze was slowly assisting. Johnas stood and glared down at his south wall as two hundred men of Vallakazz poured in, led by Captain Shilde and Aelaine Lazlette.
“To the king!” Aelaine yelled as her wand let loose a yellow ray of mist, it fanned over ten charging soldiers, and they stumbled and squirmed uncontrollably to the ground. Kendrynn and his remaining men plunged  broadswords through them before they could rise, and the forces of Vallakazz moved into the courtyard.
“Kill them! Open the east gates and let our new friends feast on Vallakazz!” Johnas pointed toward Aelaine and Captain Shilde. Just as he did, he spun around having heard heavy breathing behind him. He looked at the sweaty, bloody, armored King Mikhail with his solid black eyes.
“To the death?” Mikhail caught his breath from the stairs. Something was odd for Johnas to be all alone on the battlements, yet he raised his blade in challenge.
“Yes, uncle, to the death.” The doppelganger raised its blade and shield, and walked toward the king atop Castle Valhera.
Clank, clank, clank…
The eastern gates that led to the docks opened. Through the passing smoke and dust, hundreds of green and yellow feline eyes atop shadowy forms were waiting. A scruffy man with a patch over his eye drew a longblade and dagger, pointed toward Aelaine Lazlette, and his brethren roared and hissed with feline anticipation.
 



Shinayne IV:I
Temple of Haddius, Ruins of Mooncrest
“There can be no worse fate for those of divine origin than being forgotten forever.”---words from the teachings of Jouvihr, last High Priest of Haddius, Temple of the Sea.    Circa 1606 B.C.
The blue light from the braziers cast no heat, but lit the chambers with an unearthly glow. Water dripped slower than it should, the walls moved as if they were made of living stream, and when water drops hit the floor it sounded as if a thousand stars twinkled at once. Following the blue guiding illuminations, Saberrak Agrannar walked down stair after curling stairway, deep under the Temple of Haddius. The waters parted before him, and when he turned to check on his friends, the waters had sealed quietly behind them as they passed. The air was heavy, everything was moist and wet, and then they reached the bottom.
A spanse of waves circled like a storm under a bridge with no supports. Deep dark water rippled beneath, and on a round dais at the end of the gray stone, stood a man. Green steel chains held his ankle to a central steel pillar, his feathered wings were an off blue, and his robes were torn dirty and barely white. He was at least three feet taller than Saberrak, nearly two men tall, yet his body was emaciated and thin. Bony elbows and knees protruded his tattered robes, his long beard was frazzled like vanquished seaweed, and his wings had feathers that curled up like dried leaves. His eyes emanated sorrow with their effervescent blue stare, betraying his sincere smile at seeing his first visitors in over two thousand years.
“Is that who I think it is?” Shinayne whispered.
“And who would that be then?” Zen had his warhamer and shield up to the ready at the edge of the bridge.
“It is Haddius, Ruler of the Oceans.” Saberrak huffed knowingly, how he was not sure, but he knew. His eyes were misting blue to match the being he walked toward, just like the eyes of Annar when he had freed him. He glanced back, all four of them followed slowly.
“It cannot be, my eyes see five strangers, but I feel to know one of them. Who are you, minotaur?” The voice was a rasping whisper, dry and old.
“I am Saberrak Agrannar the gray of Unlinn. We seek the mines of Kakisteele and to rid this place of the curse that holds it.” He stood a few feet before the tall immortal being, looked up, and flared his nostrils.
“I see a beast, I smell a beast, yet I hear the voice of my long lost brother in your words, Saberrak of the spirit of Annar. How did you find me?” Haddius looked down and tried to spread his wings, feathers falling like forgotten dreams from his shoulders.
“We did not, this was the only sealed temple, and the dead chased us. It was luck and lack of options. We had no choice but to enter.” Gwenneth spoke truthfully, yet she felt an awkward focrce from this man that held no trace of the arcane.
“Ha, luck she says, the wielder of mighty magicks from my fathers’ moon, and she says luck, she does, she does.” Haddius laughed and dust showered the air from his mouth. “There is no luck, the fates were banished by God, as were so many of his children and grandchildren, even his immortal guardians. There is but curse, purpose, and lies left in this world, Gwenneth Lazlette.”
“And destiny, faith, and love? What of them, great Haddius?” James spoke up, kneeling now before this old winged being. His hand was glowing blue like the surrounding waters, the eyes of the man chained, and so were the eyes of Saberrak.
“Ahhh…destiny? Gone with the sister of Seirena and Megos, forgotten with She who cannot be named nor remembered, taken by Yjaros, cast to the stars perhaps. Her temple is but black slag adorning these mountains, her eyes see no more the fates of mortals or immortals. As for love, seek the temples of the serpent queen, my sister Vasentanessa. Faith, you wear faith on your chest, a symbol of Alden that protects you no more than the cloth it is sewn into, James Andellis.” Haddius coughed and more dust flew through the air, it had been so long since he had spoken.
“Annar is free, he has gone to join the others, and he arrived up there.” Saberrak looked up to the grand ceiling hundreds of feet above. “I know, I felt it and saw it. So, how do we free you Haddius?”
“Me? Ha! There is no freeing me. How you freed Annar, I will never figure, but my curse is beyond you. Annar would lose his immortality and strength to a slave, were he freed. My mother Seirena, her eye was taken so He could see all life as she did, and He placed it as His third in His own forehead.” More dust fell from his eyes in an attempt to actually mourn.
“My father Megos, his hand was removed so that God could use the magicks of the world and moons. Solumet, my brother and the oldest of us children, was kept in the dark like the second sun, forever in shadows that no one can find. My forgotten aunt, her voice was taken before she was removed from the memories of all and imprisoned, and then her beloved was cast into hells eternal. I protected them all, I ordered my brothers Vundren and Siril to leave here and guard Alden in Heaven beyond the white moon. I thought I could calm God’s anger as I could calm the seas.”
Haddius choked, by dust or sorrow, none were certain. “As my father held Marthentine from the darkness of Gimmor, God and His people laid waste to the city of temples, and his curses have been ever since. The Knights Soujan were murdered and cursed, and I sit here eternally staring at the salvation I shall never feel. For my part, I am damned for assisting my Carician family. Only the sensation of water on my skin can free me, but that sense was taken by Yjaros when I was chained by his Nochtilian children. I can help you not, and you will never free me.” Tears of dust floated from his blue eyes as the waters around them roiled and tossed with sorrowful anger. Seas of mighty depths and crashing waves whipped and circled around them all on the dais of stone, much like the storm that surrounded the ruins above.
Gwenneth waved her hand and concentrated, some water flowing through the air from the waves around them, and she guided it over the immortal man known as Haddius. She let go, dumping the water over his wings, yet it turned to steam and dust before it landed. Haddius looked at her with a stern stare, and she smiled embarrassingly back. “I had to try the obvious, sorry.”
“I told you, I cannot feel the water, I have no sense of touch. It is of no use.” Haddius closed his eyes in futility.
“This storm you make with your anger, it is the same as the one around the ruins of Mooncrest, is it not?” Shinayne asked as the furious waters quelled a bit.
“It is, I must rage it all the day in memory of my misdeeds. At night, I bring the rains. My tears for my lost family. Why? You think you have a way to free me? Do not waste your time, highborne Shinayne, I have tried everything.” Haddius sat in front of them.
“So, who guards this place then, down in me mines and---“ Zen covered his ears as the clanging began, echoing loudly throughout the watery chamber.
Saberrak had two hands on his enchanted axe, swinging wildly into the green steel chains and column. Blow after blow, mighty swings of his steel into these restraints, the noise was deafening. He looked down, not a scratch. He dropped the axe, pulled on the chain with all his might. His eyes hurt from the strain and the blue, his legs pumped forceful steps, and he bellowed out a roar louder than a giant. Nothing moved. He caught his breath, picked up his axe, and looked to the ankle of Haddius.
“Do not think it, minotaur. I have tried, it will regrow before the chain comes loose. It is a curse, and despite my lack of feeling, I do not wish to make vain attempts at severing my appendages to prove a point. After two thousand years, I have tried everything, trust me.”
“Just a thought, that was all.” Saberrak sat and huffed at the chains, then tossed his axe in front of him.
“To answer your question, Azenairk Thalanaxe, one of the Gimmorians guards your sacred forges. She was placed there for all time by God, to keep the curse forever as a reminder to mortals of His power. It is also a reminder to all immortals to never again partake in the forbidden love of our people. We cannot love you in the flesh, and we cannot kill one another. It is written in the---“
“Primalus Defectus, the holy scriptures of the Heavens. I studied them as a child, in the Aldane Church.” James commented.
“Yes, Altestan and the worshippers of Yjaros made certain that all would know, in many ways. Here, Arabashiel, keeper of curses, resides below. Though you five may be powerful indeed, she is an immortal of the moons, what you would call a Goddess, akin to me, but stronger. She is Gimmorian, bred of Yjaros and She that is forgotten, not of Seirena and Megos like myself of lesser Carician blood. She cannot be killed.” Haddius sat, closed his eyes, and the others sat with him. “I am weakened, a prisoner, with only an angry storm to summon and rains of sorrow to let fall. I wish I could help you.”
 Hours passed in lonely thought and depressing attention to the waves that crashed abive the underground sea. Hopelessness set in, radiating from a God that had been chained in misery, and it seemed that nothing would change it.
The elven swordswoman thought of Lavress, how long it had been since she had seen him or kissed him. Years, but not millennia like the longing Haddius must have for his loved ones. She could not fathom centuries alone as he had endured. Shinayne suddenly stood and paced, she thought hard while everyone sat and rested before Haddius on the stone bridge. Her aquamarine eyes lit up and she approached the trapped immortal. 
“Great Haddius, you say you feel the loss of your brothers, when to conjure your storm, and when to make the rains for your family?”
“I do, I must do these things, it is my curse.”
“You said you see and smell Saberrak, but you feel Annar inside of him?”
“Yes.”
“Yet you cannot feel with your hands nor body, not the water, not sensation or pain, nothing?” Shinayne smiled and drew out Carice and Elicras.
“No, I cannot. I have immersed myself too many times to count, the water, my tears, it is but dust to me, forever. And forever I am chained as heat to the desert.”
“Why are your blades out, Shinayne, what are---“ Gwenneth was cut off.
“Saberrak, you and James grab that chain. Do not pull until you hear my blades hit one another. Gwenneth, summon as much water as you can hold from that sea, when they pull, you dump it on the entire dais. Zen, I need you to pray, one of your poetic and rhythmic prayers. Maybe stomp a bit in time, make a song or steady peaceful pace for me, but keep it in time with the blades.” Shinayne backed up from Haddius, then tossed Carice to him. He caught it with a flick of his wrist.
She held Elicras out on guard toward Haddius, then drew her other longblade from across her back. She nodded to James. “Give him your sword, James.”
“Why does he need two, I mean what are you trying here elf? Is this---“
“Just do it, please.” Shinayne pleaded with her eyes. She looked to Haddius as he took the griffonblade he was offered, his blue eyes confused as he held two blades, and then he looked to the elf. Like an opening flower to the sun, he smiled to Shinayne.
“My brother Siril and I used to do this dance, when we were alone, so many thousands of years ago. What is it called again?” Haddius stepped forward, chain jingling behind him.
Shinayne bowed. “From the lost Viala of Simnorr on the island of Kilikala, it is a Simnorri kata we are about to perform, together, you and I. When I do this, I can feel and see and touch almost anything, and so can Lavress, no matter how far away he is. I have felt trees, air and wind, even calm cool ponds when we meet this way. But, you must do as I do, follow me perfectly, and close your eyes Haddius.”
“Very well. How do you know it will accomplish anything though?” Haddius mimicked the bow, blades out to both their sides, and he closed his eyes.
“Because my faith is much more than a decoration to be seen, it is a deep root into the stars from ancient elven love and tradition. Are you ready?” Shinayne closed her eyes and smiled as she felt the longing steel in her hands. Elicras wanted to be close to Carice, she had suspected as much, and that is why she had separated them.
“Yes, I am ready. The blade you gave me, it seems to want the shorter one in your hand.” Haddius spoke.
“I know, they are a matched pair. No more words, follow that feeling, search me out along that blind sensation, but follow my motions. Rest now, close your eyes, and listen.” Shinayne listened to the hum of Elicras and quieted her mind.
Saberrak and James lifted the chain quietly behind him, yet allowed for slack as best they could estimate having seen their highborne friend do this several times before, albeit by herself. Gwenneth lifted her staff, stood far to the side of the dais, and began lifting water into the air with arcane command. It collected in circling blue pools and twisting streams as she moved her hands silently. Soon, a cloud of swirling sea was overhead.
“Agravun desedre vangurde…” 
Stomp
“Anvundres et dur en Vundren de…”
Stomp
Azenairk Thalanaxe stood in prayer, pounding his boot to the stone after each verse he sang. He felt his rhythm, bringing back memories of singing the hymns of Vundren deep under Boraduum, so many years ago. His deep voice lifted, echoed, and his eyes wandered to Shinayne and the ancient angelic immortal.
Shinayne felt the slow rhythm of dwarven chant, felt the water above her, and she went on a slow en guard. Her longblade arced from low to high, followed by Elicras driving forward in a rising lunge. Her steps were like a dance to near still music, right turning over left, her attacks at nothing but air seemed to hold purpose on her still face. Eyes closed, she spun in gradual cuts and thrusts, rising and lowering in time with Haddius. She breathed and danced, her kata was perfect.
The Ruler of the Oceans kept his eyes shut, with delayed swordplay that mimicked the highborne elf he knew was before him. Haddius saw but darkness, yet felt where Shinayne and her blades were, the song of Carice and the griffon hilted broadsword seemed to tell him without words or sight where to move. Soon, little glimmers of light flitted into his vision, eyes still closed.
“Vushde Vannir Vundren erdes de..”
Stomp
“Maonell de oh oh ohh vesde arde…”
Stomp
Shinayne felt in touch with it all, the water, the waves, the being in front of her. The chant was in time with her parries of invisible blades, her steps mirrored those of Haddius, her breathing was nearly non-existant. Deep inhales followed by spinning round slashes that were constant yet not rapid nor staggered. Elicras wanted to touch Carice, but she did not allow it more than a longing hope, and then she was in the Vale of Simnorr. Her heart felt the pain of Haddius, she took him with, praying deep inside for help from the sky she could not see.
Haddius saw his brother Siril, God of the elves and sky and stars, they were dueling in dance. They were young again, yet Siril held the blades of Shinayne T’Sarrin, and he held the ones given to him. Trees of majestic heights rose around them, green covered mountains washed the horizons, and the air was deep blue and covered in stars. The moon was full, the white moon, and it shone down on the tall perfect elven winged form in front of him. Without words, he and Siril danced, blades interweaving one another, yet never touching. Music rose from nowhere and everywhere, millions of eyes watched yet there was no one there, and Haddius smiled as the song of their swords changed with every stance and movement.
James felt his hands ache with something, stronger than ever, and the blue glow was aflame and crawling up the chain of green steel he held. He looked to Saberrak, to his eyes, and the blue light was slowly pouring over his tattoos and down his chest, reaching the chain as well. James looked up, the water was flashing in blues and whites. By the look on Gwenneth’s face, it was not from her doing. Zen’s eyes were wide, staring at the dancing highborne and the God of the Oceans that she was spiritually sparring. The dwarf was in disbelief of the proximity of their blades as the tempo quickened. Haddius and Shinayne were moving faster now, eyes closed, and the blades were missing each other by hairs, sometimes less. All four of them could not blink, but neither could help but wince, as steel came ever so close to flesh and the dance hummed and became so very real to see. Four blades, in step between their elven friend and a forgotten deity, flashing too fast to see now with blind spins and airborne twirls of arcing slashes and diving thrusts. It became a blur, a hum of dance and deadly attacks that should have struck flesh or steel, but did not.
“Agravun desedre vangurde…” 
Stomp
“Anvundres et dur en Vundren de…”
Stomp
Shinayne was there, in her homeland, face to face with Haddius as they dodged and weaved their identical lightning cuts and flashing parries. She rolled back, so did he. Her blades went out wide in a poetic arc as she somersaulted forward, and Haddius maintained pace. They were not alone here, she felt someone with her, yet she drove Haddius to follow her to the pond. Her longblade spun overhead as Elicras twirled low. He mimicked perfectly with Carice above and the broadsword near his knees. Back he went, driven to inhuman speeds, immortal speeds, his spirit taking over from his body to keep the routine. Then, Shinayne stopped, her aquamarine eyes opened. Haddius opened his the same time.
Siril, where did you go?
He is always here, when I am most at peace.
I saw him, I was dancing with him, with these steel blades, like when we were so young.
No Haddius, that was me, that was fond memory, guided by your brother.
A trick? No, I saw him. Where are we?
“Why have they stopped? What is going on?” James whispered, seeing both Haddius and Shinayne standing, facing each other. Their blades were low and at rest, eyes closed, yet they were humming along with Zen’s prayer.
“Sssshhhh.” Gwenneth and Saberrak both whispered back.
We are in the Viala Simnorr, in Kilikala, a sacred place to Siril. You have been here before, long ago, yet we are here now in spirit.
Where is Siril, where is my brother?
Here, there, everywhere.
I want to see him again.
Then go to him.
I cannot, I am standing in a pond with you Shinayne.
How can you tell?
I am wet…I can feel…the water…I feel it on my… legs…
I know.
It is not true, it cannot be, this is false, just a trick.
Shinayne opened her eyes in the underground temple, and looked up the ten feet to the opening eyes of Haddius. She felt to collapse now that the kata was done, never had she moved at that speed. Her eye teared, feeling the longing of Haddius for his brother, Siril. Her heart swam in the desire she felt for Elicras to touch Carice. Then the dwarven hymn stopped as her tear fell, the same moment a tear fell from the God of the Oceans. They had been one, in time with everything, and it carried over to the here and now.
Haddius dropped the broadsword, caught his tear, and looked to Shinayne. Suddenly he felt impulses pulling him as he awoke from the spiritual dance to the here and now. He felt his mother Seirena, his father Megos, his brothers Annar, Siril, and Vundren. They were pulling him to the waters, they were close and near, yet they were nowhere to be seen.
“It was a dream, a lovely dream, Shinayne. But as I said, my imprisonment is forever.” Haddius hung his head as reality came into view.
“Then how is it you cry, God of the Oceans?” Shinayne whispered with a smile and a shake of her head. Her tears fell, she breathed out all the sorrow she had taken in, and raised her blade.
Clang!
With a stroke more furious love and heart than ancient elven skill, Shinayne T’Sarrin swung Elicras up into Carice, and the sound of steel meeting steel was as a melody from the stars beyond. The waters above fell as pouring rain over everyone on the dais, showering mortal and immortal alike. The chain of green steel that was fashioned out of its mighty pillar, was pulled as blue light and unearthly flame licked its length. 
Saberrak and James fell over backwards, chain in hand, yet nothing attached at the other end. Flashes of light brighter than their divine collision at Soujan Mountain threw them to the stone. Gwenneth lowered her head and shielded her eyes, Zen stared in awe, and Shinayne fell to her knees, too weak to stand. Water flew through the air, every direction, and winds whipped in circles around the bridge and the stone platform. A vibrating hum of hurricane storms circled, then slowed, and then all was calm as a mist settled over the bridge from the quiet waters.
The mist parted on the dais, and a glowing form approached. It was raining upward and sideways around him, then the blue eyes of immortal light opened. And Haddius, Ruler of the Oceans, spoke in a mighty voice of the sea.
“If I were to wish a thousand dreams, never would I have imagined this moment.” His body was wet, filling with strength through his moist immortal flesh. His white cloth toga and garments were splendid ivory, and Haddius spread his wings wide as wind whistled waves of song into the chamber that had been his prison for over two thousand years. The power radiating from his being was beyond mortal thought, and all they could do was look at him.
Haddius looked down to the chain and pillar that was no longer entombing him. Then he met the eyes of Saberrak, James, then Gwenneth and Azenairk, and lastly Shinayne. Waters splashed upon his magnificent form, his beard became as ripe gray hanging moss, and his skin went from frail and pale to translucent strong muscled marble. The forces at work were pulling him, taking their toll on the mortals here, powers of his family that were sending feelings to him that no mortal could comprehend nor withstand for long. He saw them tiring, as if being here was too much to breath and bare for his rescuers.
“Rest now, my saviors. I must go, the moon of my father calls and pulls beyond my will to resist. Yet gifts I will leave you, and blessings of passage through my waters will always be yours upon the asking. Thank you Shinayne, for seeing what I could not, for the dance you gave me, I shall send you a dancer for all time. Seek the lower chambers, to your mines, but beware the Gimmorian judgment and…”  The waves immersed him, beyond his rising and renewed strength, and then, Haddius was gone.
Heavy sleep and misty rest took them over as the Ruler of Oceans was pulled into his underground sea. Waters rose to protect them, the mist of the sea was as a nourishing blanket while they slept in the deep hallows of the Temple of Haddius. Dreams of moons, storms, and smiling eyes of immortal blue played through their minds. Watchful stares kept over them, from far away, with unseen stares of tearful joy and gratitude for returning another of the fallen Caricians to his rightful home. The five companions would never know of it, but at this moment, not a living soul could dare harm them. A blessed sleep no other mortal had ever experienced was occurring, for the Gods of the Whitemoon were ever vigilant, especially over their five chosen.
 



Kaya IV:II
Southern Trail to Tintasarn
It had been a long time since her garments were not meant to be sleek and dark for midnight murders. Her shoulders chaffed with the weight of the chainmail, the straps holding the greaves and shoulderguards were awkward as they had shifted after two days of scouting on horseback. Still, Kaya T’Vellon would not complain, the freedom she felt was beyond any discomfort. The former Lady of Southwind even carried a regular sized round shield, one without the lacerating blades she so often used for surprising her targets. The Chazzrynn woman, once known as Jade of the West, had no targets in fact. Heat bore down from the harvest sky, yet she saw a weakening storm slowly falling apart to the west, and she hoped it would bring some rain.
“Lady Kaya, if I may?” Sir Karai queried atop his stallion as they slowed their pace. The caravan was in sight, taking a southern turn to the western trek, but all seemed well at a distance.
“You may, what is it, Knight of Saint Tarumin?” Kaya smiled, she had been cheerful the whole last few days, but hearing her name spoken with respect made her grin anew.
“What do you think is in there, truly?” Karai went serious in tone.
“Karai, how could anyone know an answer to that? After thousands of years, anything could have crawled in there, squatted, and reproduced an entire civilization that we will have to war.” Sir Leonard retorted with a  slight chuckle and wiped his shaved head, sweat already soaking his cloth.
“I believe, dear Leonard, that Karai was speaking spiritually? Is that correct?” Kaya let her eyes wander the hills and open skies that seemed without end. She saw forests begin to dot the rising foothills to the south, yet the stone that broke the soil in places, was different.
“Yes, indeed. They say this place, if it is there, was the city of worship central to the whole of the continent. Now, for its few centuries before Altestani destruction had its way, mind you. What now, would you say, are we seeking in hopes to find?” Karai looked to the front of the caravan, thousands of people from Harlaheim, families, citizens that were about to lose their homes had Cristoff not ordered the evacuation of Saint Erinsburg.
“You just said it, Sir.” Kaya thought of home, of Southwind, the gray stone of the Bori Mountains and the thick forests of pine. She saw yellow stone sporadically south, palm trees mixed with birch, it was not home. Yet, a feeling washed over her nonetheless.
“He did? What did he say?” Sir Leonard was half listening, he noticed new faces ahead of the caravan. 
“Seeking in hopes to find.” Kaya smiled, her slate blue eyes above a sunburned face glistened, and her auburn hair was dry at the ends and curling.
“Yes but find what? God, other Gods from ages past, a new city, kingdom, what?” Karai waved back to the children and folk that they rode past. There were more than he remembered, a mix of ethnicity that was not present when they had left, and it seemed the numbers had grown by several thousand refugees. He knew so few of them, yet they all knew the Knights of Saint Tarumin. 
“My peace has come after great suffering, it has come from the journey. It began with them, and what they seek so shall I. With them, there is hope on Agara.” Kaya nodded respectfully to both knights.
“Cristoff says we are in exile, jokingly mind you at times, especially now with the dwarves. Yet, exile has never suited my tongue, not in regards to us anyway.” Leonard commented.
“So what is such a journey? Following spiritually guided heroes, across the continent, for a greater hope? Are we in exile and flight from our pursuers and past? That is how many will view it.” Kaya asked.
“No. We are being led by one who is led by others, it is divine in origin. It is not flight as much as a path with a destination both real and spiritual. Alden have mercy on us that it exists.”Sir Karai made the symbol of the feathered cross on his chest as he spoke.
“So what is the word for that?” Kaya looked to Karai.
“An exodus, Lady Kaya, I suppose were are in exodus rather than exile.” Karai returned the look, his face was calm and at peace.
“You speak of Sir James and the four with him in such regard? It is great to admire heroes, but staking ones life for it and attesting such powerful holy words from ancient scripture? I am not so sure.” Sir Leonard noticed elves ahead with the armies now, and ragged looking mercenaries, and even Shanadorian Cavalry. “It seems Lord Cristoff has gathered more blades.”
“You have your faith in what you wish, Sir Leonard, I have mine.” Kaya rode ahead, also noticing banners, men, and women that were not here two days past when they left to scout the free lands west of Shanador. “Yes, there are more armed at the front than…”
Kaya heard it, faintly from here with all the wagons and thousands marching in the heat, but she heard a cry of pain. She whipped her steed ahead of the two knights that had accompanied her, faster around the formed armies. She turned south past the Shanador cavalry and dwarves of Marlennak, around the front to the regal wagons of Harlaheim, and she stopped quickly and dismounted. Elves were gathered, dwarven soldiers too, Rosana’s tent was set and surrounded. Kaya pushed through the men and forced her way in.
“Out of my way!” Lady T’Vellon pushed in, suddenly next to a kneeling Cristoff Bradswellen and a praying Garret D’Ourmas. Drodunn Anduvann was in silent prayer with his symbol of Vundren, as was the High Hammer Brunnwik. Women with herbs and feathered crosses were whispering, children were staring, and it was hard to breath in the massive canopied tent.
“Ahhhhh! Ohhhhhh! Kaya!” Rosana screamed, tears of pain rolling down her cheeks, blood on the bedsheets.
“Out! I want everyone out! You Garret, you Drodunn, stay. Everyone else find fans and cool water, out now!” Kaya tried not to let her tears fall, she had never given birth, yet something pulled her close to Rosana since the day they had met.
Without word nor retort, the men left quickly. Women and children hurried to find fans and cool water, no one questioned her commands. Rosana had sweat, not just from the heat, but from fever. Kaya felt her skin, it was blazing hot to the touch. This rarely happened in the cold of Chazzrynn, but sometimes they would open all the windows in a home if it did. Unfortunately, that would do little good here.
“Ahhhhhh….Kaya….it hurts, the baby moves so much….it burns inside and my face….ohhhhh!” Rosana was near delirious, her brown eyes squinting shut, body rolling back and forth, unable to stay still from pain.
“I am here, I am here now sister. You need water, fresh water, and we need to cool you down. Do you think you would like a bath?” Kaya spoke as if to a child, wiping the sweat, caressing her cheeks and brushing her brown curls off her face.
Garret, who was completely oblivious to what had transpired, finished his prayer that he had been deeply focusing on. He placed his hand on Rosana’s womb, a simmer of white light flashed a few times, and he opened his eyes. He smiled to Kaya and Rosana, then went back to prayer.
“Is that it? What did that do, father?” Kaya snapped.
“Ssshhh…she is resting now, not asleep, but separated from the pain. That prayer is especially long, my apologies to you and her highness. Now, I am going to purge the fever by Aldens Grace, but your ideas for fans and water will keep her comfortable. Please continue, your presence and voice seems to sooth her. She was asking for her mother, so you will have to be both mother and sister for now, Lady Kaya.” Garret nodded, his voice and sparkling brown eyes calmed her rising anger, and he knelt once more.
Drodunn reached up his hand, stubby fingers touching Rosana’s arm. A golden light trickled from his fingers into her skin, then disappeared. “Better?”
Rosana nodded. “Yes, thank you.”
“And what was that, priest?” Kaya was calm, but still holding on the the anger of so many men that seemed unable to do much but make things worse by crowding a struggling woman with child.
“She has fever, won’t eat much, so her strength be failin’ her and the baby. Me prayer, usually for babies that struggle it is, is gonna make her bout hungry as a horse, or two.” Drodunn smiled as he reached back and took a basket from his brother Tannek. The former marshall of Marlennak stepped back fast upon seeing the glare of Kaya T’Vellon when his boot entered the tent. He nodded, smiled, and closed the flaps behind him.
“Is that…bread…cheese…I smell food Kaya.” Rosana was staring, still disillusioned and drifting in words and motion, yet she seemed aware of her sense of smell.
“Never works that fast, me thinks another basket be needed. Be right back.” Drodunn got up, handed the heavy basket of food to Kaya, and marched out of the tent, yelling for his younger brother.
Kaya’s eyes went wide, the basket must have weighed three pounds. She looked to petite Rosana, all belly and bosom without much else over one hundred pounds, and then lifted the basket in disbelief. She unwrapped the cloth, began to break bits of breads and cheeses to Rosana, who politely began taking the whole pieces from her hand. The tent flap opened again.
“Allright, here we go then.” Drodunn set down another basket, same size as the first.
“This is ridiculous, she cannot possibly eat that much. Her stomach will burst.” Kaya shook her head, then felt Rosana take another loaf of bread from her hand.
“Well, trim it with the water that the elf and lady Julia is bringin then. Sorry, dwarven God, dwarven prayer, for dwarven childbirth.” Drodunn smiled, trying to hide his worry behind his red and gray beard.
“What does that matter?”
“I take it ye never seen a dwarven woman eat then, let alone one that be pregnant and have the blessing of protections from fever upon her? Aye, oh it is a bit messy, that be an understatement. Ummm…ye ever seen when a farmer throws the slop out to----“
“I get the point, Drodunn Anduvann, thank you.” Kaya returned to Rosana and the feeding that was taking place.
“Welcome.” Drodunn smiled and opened the flap just as an elven man with brown locks and a thin face was lurching in with a large barrel of water. A woman with short slick hair was assisting on the other side, it was enough water to quench the thirst of fifty men. “Lady Kaya, this is Julia of the Peasant Swords and Aariss of the Riverbows, they done joined up from Freemoore. Where you two find that water so fast?”
“Stream nearby, I swore it was dry this morning. But, perhaps I was thinking of another one we passed. Anyway, it is cool and fresh, a natural spring I would imagine.” Aariss set it down with Julia.
“Is that really necessary?” Kaya looked down and commented.
“Oh aye. Ye ever seen when the summer sun is out and the mountain boars get to the trough and---“
“Thank you, master Anduvann, I understand. Do we have a cup for the queen?”
Aariss Diravas looked to Julia Whiteblade who then looked to Drodunn. They shook their heads and went in search of a drinking implement for the former queen of Harlaheim.
“Talk to me Kaya, keep me awake for this food is wonderful. I whrrrm to tahrrrm of you homelrrhhhm in Southwhrrrmm Kerhhmm.” Rosana talked as she chewed, not realizing it in the least.
Kaya thought hard. “You want to talk to me of my homeland in Southwind Keep, do you?” 
“Urrmhhh hrrmm.” Rosana nodded, mouth full of cheese.
The flap opened, a dwarven hand appeared with a wooden cup. Kaya took it and dipped it in the barrel, then handed it to Rosana. It was gone two seconds later and she handed it back to Kaya for more.
“Yes, talk to me of somewhere with a cool breeze, with snow, and without all this heat, sister.” Rosana took the cup a second time, not noticing the stare of disbelief from her friend. “Is that fried pork pie there?”
“Yes, but I do not seem to have utensils for…”
“It is fihrrrmmm, just do not tehhhrrmm anyhrmmm.” Rosana picked into the warm meat pie with potatoes and carrots, juice running on her hands and face.
“So, Southwind…” Kaya blinked intentionally, not wanting to stare as the little queen stuffed herself rather messily. “…it is cold there nine months of thirteen, snow covers the ground, and it is a hard environ. That is why we knights thereof are the hardest breed, you see.”
“Your father rulhhrrrmm therhhrmm?” 
“No, my father was Lord Arlinne T’vellon, but he was killed in a war with the ogre of the Western Wastes, in Arouland. My brother Alexei and I have ruled for the last fourteen years, well, until I left.” Kaya thought back to her abandoned home, her eyes grew distant.
“Will he seehrmmm you out frhhhmm thehrnmmm?” Rosana bit into another loaf of bread.
“Alexei seek me out? No. He would never leave Southwind, he is much like my father. He will guard the west until his last breath of air leaves his chest. His only passion is for finishing what my father started, what the kingdom failed to do. He will stand and fight, watch the wester borders of Chazzrynn, and his concern will only be for his men and people. King, kingdom, Alden, they will all fall a distant second in his heart.” Kaya felt her brother, somewhere, fighting. Her heartbeat quickened at the thought of him, sure it was with ogre tribes of Avegarne somewhere close to home. 
She looked to Rosana, the queens’ eyes were drifting off, her feasting looked as though a short nap was about to interrupt. Kaya took a wet cloth, wiped her face, and then began to pat up the blood on her bed. Baskets of food were laid to the side, and Lady T’Vellon removed the loaf from her hands, though it did not come easily, even in her sleep. Rosana’s eyes did the slow attempt to open here and there, but finally rested shut for much needed dreams and peace.
“You did well, Lady Kaya T’vellon. Your presence likely does as much as our prayers do, thank you.” Garret spoke softly, not wanting to disturb Rosana, nor witness the feasting again should she wake.
“I did nothing, father. I was helped in my most desperate moments, when all was lost. I simply need to do the same for her.” Kaya smiled and ran her fingers through Rosana’s hair as she slept.
“Not typical of an assassin.” Garret smiled back.
“No, I guess it’s not. Perhaps I will leave that behind, just like my homeland.” 
“I could take your confession, whenever you wish.”
“I am not ready for that, besides, we have no time nor privacy.”
“I have this afternoon.” Garret prodded.
“You will need all this next month for me, father.”
Garret felt his smile fade and his eyes widen a bit. He had heard who she worked for in the past, assumed much of what she may have been accomplice to, but her assumption of how much confession she would need startled him out of words.
“I am here, and that will have to do for now.” Kaya reassured his grim expression. “And I serve whatever purpose that you all do, so bless me as one of you.”
“That is a start, a glimmer from the darkness, and I know you are here for a purpose beyond me. Alden be praised, we will talk more at another time.” He smiled again.
Kaya thought of her long lost home in Southwind, wondering if her brother would be proud were he to know of her actions. She took out her black mask, and handed it to Garret. “Here, now we have a beginning.”
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Vanessa Blackflame eyed Alvander field from her floating position off the hill. Elcram looked dark, nearly empty at sunset, barely a flicker of light between the outskirts and Southwind Keep. As she had suspected, Alexei T’Vellon took all his forces to the east, for the stables were nearly empty as well. As she had planned, Southwind Keep would be no more. Signed agreement or no, she had her orders from the patriarch. The Caberran girl, trained in secret as Sapphire of the East, an esteemed student of the arcane as well, could sense nothing of danger ahead. Not that she cared with the forces behind her and her consort, Eliah Shendrynn.
“This should be quick and easy. As per our agreement with the late wretch, Salah Cam, you may invade Roricdale and Thoranack, they are yours as well, King Avegarne.” Vanessa looked to the half faced rotted ogre ruler of the Western Wastes. He had brought nearly one thousand ogre, by her rough count, a force unheard of in Chazzrynn since the battle of Arouland.
“I will believe it when I see it, human. In my experience, Southwind will not fall so easily. I hope you are more capable than the old corpse that now rests in the black chasm.” Avegarne stewed still over losing his oldest son, Sajogarne, to the last battle here under Salah Cam’s command.
He insults you, how amusing, how dare you work with ogre in my body…
“There is no one here that I can see, brave Avegarne, perhaps you are afraid of the dark?” Eliah Shendrynn tossed the comment casually. It was Salah Cam in control from the inside, his dark spirit had maintained control over the body of Eliah most of the time. His anger at hearing his name tarnished was more than he cared for.
“I fear nothing, puny elf man! Mind your words or you will see how easily your bones snap in my hands.” Avegarne stood and stretched, his bone popping from age and decay, yet he reached his regal eleven foot height. His face was half gray bone, they eye gone with whatever took it, and his scowl showed more teeth and tusk than flesh.
“Enough. Queen Mun Parr of the Hallowmoors, you are ready?” Vanessa looked to her left and up to the held platform that sported a throne of skulls and layered black tar. The monstrous four armed troll queen pointed a clawed finger from two of her hands back to the floating wizard assassin.
“Yessss wees are ready, but what of my take of the wessst?” Mun Parr stood, much to the struggle of the four large scraggly trolls holding the platform of their revered queen.
“You receive Kalik, Hurne, and Silverbridge, as agreed. Then, we have the western lands divided between you, ogre and troll, north and south. East of the Garalan River belongs to Chazzrynn and King Johnas Valhera.” Vanessa nodded to the smiling black fangs of Mun Parr, avoiding her beady red gaze. The trolls she had with her numbered over two thousand. Nine foot screeching fiends, black claws and slimy skin, and the hissing noises were enough to drive her mad.
“Then yousss master hasss not failed, asss we had expected. King Johnasss is wise to honor our dealsss.” Mun Parr sat back down, waiting for the eastern sun to finally lose its last bit of light to the darkness.
I want my body back, Cam, I care not for a false king, I want you dead, and her as well…
“He is no king yet, is he? I think the title a bit presumptuous.” Eliah spoke rudely, his fine highborne elven features betraying his contempt and sarcasm. He fiddled with the curved elven blade at his side, not that he knew how to use it, but he had to act the part of a snob of a highborne elf. His body was gone, to the chasm, courtesy of the late Fadim. So Salah Cam, in the body of Eliah Shendrynn, had to be very clever to keep up appearances. He had tried to escape more than once, yet the surrounding armies gave him no reprieve. Everywhere, night and day, either trolls, ogre, or Vanessa Blackflame had been close by. Eliah’s spirit inside was tormenting him constantly.
“He will be king, and you will get introduced when we arrive in Valhirst, master Shendrynn. But first, these western cities must fall. Johnas wants no heroes left in Chazzrynn, no one to rise up as he takes his other kingdoms.” She studied Eliah carefully. He had been teaching her much from the late Salah Cam’s libraries, yet his behavior was irregular at best. Sapphire of the East knew when someone was hiding something, just what this elf was concealing about himself she had yet to find out. If it were not for his ability to concoct foul necrotic salves that had been slowly removing her burned flesh and scars, she would have killed him already.
Quit toying, you will go back and take off that ring…
“Oh, I cannot wait to meet this, Johnas Valhera, what an honor. I am sure he is regal and grand and brave, oh yes.” Eliah rolled his eyes, having not the slightest interest in seeing Valhirst or Johnas again. Once this battle was over, he would disappear back to the Sullan Swamps, and continue his research into immortality. Then, he would return here, and find his old body and dispose of this pesky elf spirit and its frail vessel, once and for all.
The agent of the Emerald Eight drew her ornate black scimitar. Her black robes fluttered as she levitated. Out of respect for the leading beasts at her back, she noded to Avegarne and Mun Parr. In their wicked tongues of ogre and troll dialects, as quiet as their races allowed, their armies drew blades and weapons galore. The trolls squatted low and clenched their black claws into the earth. Ogre chiefs whipped their long stringy hair about as they tugged their tusks in hungry anticipation. 
“Armies of the Western Wastes and the Hallowmoors, we rip Southwind Keep and Elcram to the ground, and trample it into the pages of history. A quiet march to the gates, and then leave none alive. After that, we all go our separate ways.” Vanessa smiled, the monstrous nobility returned the smile. For some reason, perhaps her scarred face upon such foreign beauty, they listened to her without question.
The ogre began their march down Alvander field, emerging from the pines and hills with careful steps. The trolls lurked toward Elcram, ogre toward the keep, yet within half a mile they were all mixed together. Night was upon them, they swarmed with three deadly legions toward an empty and vulnerable Southwind Keep, and to their applaud they made very little noise.
“You are sure nothing is out of place, arcane or otherwise?” Vanessa hovered behind the last of the troll warriors, next to the finely dressed and hovering Eliah. Her senses of mystical sight had caught nothing, not one faint aura of magick anywhere besides on herself and her consort.
Take my blade, kill her, and get us to a priest you wretch…
“I am sure, I checked three times now, nothing my Caberran beauty.” Salah Cam lied, he had checked nothing. He cared only for maintaining his identity in this body, which right now had become difficult once more. Eliah Shendrynn wanted out, wanted control, he wanted to be heard. He drew the elven longblade, and managed to give it a twirl that looked believable.
“After this, you and I will return west to gather your things. Some time in the bedroom after, some more salve, and then we travel east to Valhirst.” Vanessa smirked at Eliah, then turned her focus toward the closing view of Southwind Keep, and the army about to destroy it.
Vomit, vomit, if you fock her one more time I will kill you all…
“That will be nice, yes, very sweet of you.” Salah Cam felt to vomit, not from himself, but Eliah inside seemed repulsed by bedding a human woman. Everytime he took her in his chambers, the trapped elf inside made it nearly possible to enjoy. Perhaps he did not approve of interracial pleasure, maybe it was the scars or the violating use of his body against his will, or possibly he was even not attracted to women. Salah frowned, not wanting to think that he had stolen the body of a queer elf whose spirit was watching  while he rode a Caberran girl in trade for arcane teachings.
“Sweet, yes, but why do you look sour?” Vanessa was suspect now, his facial expressions seemed odd, as if he did not have control of them.
He is sour, and he is old, and wrinkled, and a dead thing…
“No reason, no not you. It is the stench of Southwind Keep, I hate it so. Come, let us assist in its decimation, for King Johnas.” Salah Cam smiled, forcing Eliah out. 
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“Steady now, quiet, good.” Hithins whispered through his curved white beak. “Be calm and wait for the order.”
Perrius Alvander, Knight of Southwind Keep by but a few months of age, was sweating profusely. His hand trembled as it gripped his broadsword, the vulture on his shoulder, white or not, did not seem to comfort him. “Lord Hithins, there are more than three thousand, we need to flee this is---“
“Patience young Alvander, we need to get them in close. Trust me, all will be fine.” Middir of Kivanis whispered from the balcony to the young boy of Southwind. He had sensed two or three masters of the arcane among the approaching army, so covering the presence of Lazlette Academy here was imperative. “Brothers Traelsidian, how are your wards against detections?”
Two men in floppy brimmed hats and black robes with blue shimmering glyphs nodded back to old plump professor Middir. Linnel Traelsidian, the older gray wizard had been holding an incantation in place for hours, one that blended the arcane and auras of life into their surroundings. Damoval, the younger professor of the brothers, had been masking that incantation with a more powerful channel that made it impossible to detect. Neither wished to speak, the length of their spells of illusion had them deep in focus.
“Very good professors. Brellmond Graniff, the circle of Alvander Field is complete?”
“It is, Middir. Another few minutes and they will all be inside it. I will take the assistance of five of the thirty five students to hold it up, when the time is upon us. I wait for your signal.” Tall and strong, Brellmond of Shanador had spent long hours tracing a circle of blinding daylight around the field from keep to Elcram. From his motionless position here in Southwind, he was impressed even with himself for inscribing several miles of hidden spell without aid.
“Excellent work professor. Enira D’fallow, are you here?” Middir looked around the balconies.
“I am, professor Middir. The ogre and troll mingle as we speak, though they seem unaware. I have used subtle charms of anger and discontent, so hidden that they will not realize they seek to disobey the commands of their leaders.” Hidden in the walls by illusions and blending arcane force, fat and frizzy haired professor Enira, the one eyed witch of Harlaheim, was ready with all of her tricks and subconscious arcane spells. “They will be at each others throats very soon.”
“Students of the graduating year three hundred forty six, sixteen of you are here with me. You know your spells by heart and have practiced well. Now, we have a bit of a field test if you would, to put practice to preservation. Are you ready?” Middir whispered to the cloaked arcane shadows of sixteen students that lined the battlements of Southwind Keep.
“Yes, professor Middir.” They whispered back, staves in hand, ready to prove what nine years of arcane training at Lazlette could accomplish against an army of trolls and ogre.
“Class of three hundred forty seven, are you ready to prove to the class ahead of you that you are just as skilled in the arcane? Fourteen students with a year less remedial study, yet can you show us what you have learned under pressure?”
“Yes, Professor Middir.” They spoke in unison, hushed from their concealed magicks that blended their forms into the arrow slits in the towers on either side of the catwalk. 
“Very good, very good. On my signal, which will be very explosive, professor Graniff will illuminate the fields west of Southwind, with the five students currently tied for the honor graduate award. Then, we will be face to face with three legions of troll and ogre savages. Two masters of the arcane have we sensed in their ranks, so be cautious. Cold will slow the trolls, as will turning them to stone, and setting them afire. As far as the ogre, use blasts of force to knock them down, electricity to stun them, and whatever else comes to mind.” Middir tapped his staff to the stone, his seventh sense was showing his eyes that they were within one hundred feet of the moat. “Any questions?”
“Yes, professor. Is this considered an elective credit for the first semester, or extra laboratory time for the second semester?” Young Kishan Tillir, from Jal Adeen, felt the need to ask her query. The stifled chuckling set everyone at a bit of ease. Though most found humor in it, she was actually quite serious since she was the the favored to take the honor award in the upcoming graduation.
Before Middir could respond, he saw Brellmond Graniff wink at him that all the enemy forces were now within his secret circle of waiting arcane. Middir nodded back, hovered over the courtyard, and signaled Hithins.
“Perrius Alvander, it is time. Tell your archers to ready their bows and close their eyes. As soon as the light dims enough to see, fire at will.” The snow vulture ordered calmly.
“Yes, Lord Hithins, God save you.” Perrius crept quietly to inform the defenses of Southwind to be ready. 
“Lord Hithins? Truly, you have quite an ego when your mistress is away.” Middir shook his head with a smile.
“I will have you know that I have whipped Southwind into shape before you arrived. It was most disorganized, the food was awful, and the people need a bit of leadership. I am just the bird for the job, Middir.” Hithins raised his beak in proud defiance.
Middir smiled again, shook his head, and pointed his staff to the center of Alvander field in the dark of early nightfall. “Caldrasiun duthme hiliard hvoom!”
A sphere of white and orange spiraling force whisked into being, into the palm of Professor Middir, and it began to solidify and rotate in fast revolutions. As it hummed, he heard the grunts and roars of ogre hitting the outer walls and gates. Middir heard the screeching and hissing of thousands of trolls climbing with black claws. All thirty five students, his four fellow professors, and all of Southwind Keep and the hidden citizens of Elcram looked up at him floating above the courtyard. He nodded to Hithins, and thrust his sapphire topped staff and hand forward. The sphere spun over the catwalk, past the outer walls, and impacted into Alvander field. The explosion rattled the very earth and walls, sending bits of ogre and troll nearly thirty feet in every direction.
“Now!” Middir yelled over the students and professors of Lazlete Semanarium Arcanum.
Light like the sun on a summer day, a line half a foot wide yet blinding white and yellow, erupted from the walls of Southwind Keep. It stretched west along a stream, curved over the tops of the hills of Alvander field, then wrapped miles around western Elcram in mer seconds. 
For one second, no one breathed. The sight of thousands of ten and eleven foot tall ogre warriors, so close to the keep they stood and hovered upon, was terrifying. Blended with the climbing trolls, green naked skin and whips of black hair, coming by twice that number in all directions, froze all in a moment of disbelieving stare. Thankfully, the power of surprise and blinding light had the enemy pause for that same moment and more. 
Then, the battle roars and screeches from Avegarne and Mun Parr went up like fires to the sky, driving their hordes into attack. Suddenly, arcane flashes of crackling blue, burning green, flaming orange, and searing white unleashed from Southwind Keep to welcome them. The first wave of trolls over the walls stepped through blue humming light that froze their bodies into ice. The ogre warriors at the front met bolts of lightning by the dozens, and balls of white flame that blinded and burned. Green acidic mist shot from staves on the southside, forming cones and clouds inescapable as troll flesh melted from bodies and tried to regrow as they fell to the ground below. Ogre weapons lifted from dead hands and spun with purple force, cleaving heads and arms from their living brethren on the field. 
To the outer gates, unleashed hails of arrows from hidden archers of the keep. Then the very moat erupted as the water boiled and thirty or more shadowy tentacles sprouted and shocked everything within reach. Walls of invisible force stopped spears and javelins before the balconies. Several spells erupted back to the keep from an elven wizard and a young female arcanist, yet they met the dispelling fields of the brothers Traelsidian, and fizzled without effect. The students unleashed orbs of every color, exploding, ripping with force, and electrifying the masses trapped below them. The night sky was flashing with uncounted lights, as if ten classed of Lazlette were graduating all at once.
Orders from ogre chiefs came out as hissing words to troll warriors. In turn, troll savages yelled to each other but their dialect issued in the ogre tongue. Avegarne and Mun Parr yelled for charges and retreats simultaneously. Rage turned to frenzy, then to scattered chaos, and the fields were erupting with ogre and troll killing one another as much as climbing the walls to reach inside. 
A symphony of magical assaults radiated the night sky, directed by the professors of Lazlette Academy. Hundreds upon hundreds of ogre and troll alike perished in mere seconds, and the secret arcane army of Southwind Keep was just warming up.
“It is a trap, splendid!” Eliah Shendrynn ducked a bolt of lightning in the dark chaos.
“Back to back, get us in the air!” Vanessa Blackflame saw Avegarne heading their way, with many ogre, and not to discuss battle plans.
I hope they mangle her to pieces, but you had better not get a scratch on my body, Salah Cam. Get out of me, now!
“Never.” Salah Cam spoke as he laughed outloud to the spirit in the body he controlled. He summoned levitating forces on he and Vanessa as she protected them with flaming walls and translucent barriers. 
The trolls and ogre wanted payment for the seeming betrayal, they knew not which wizard had led them into the ambush, so both were ordered to die. Trolls of Mun Parr screamed into the ogre and swarmed Southwind. Ogre charged their elven and Caberran leaders and fought off the troll hordes. All the while, the arcane assault only strengthened from those having arrived under cover, from Lazlette Academy.
 



Lavress IV:II
White Spider Underground, Valhirst, Chazzrynn
The glowing kukri of the Hedim Anah slashed ahead twice, then was parried again by the glowing kris blade near Vermillion’s face on the third attack. Lavress slashed low with his falcata, met by the shortblade of his opponent. The elven hunter backed up a step, anticiapated the double lunge, and struck down with both his curved blades. He feinted with an elbow to the scarred assassin, then kicked forward into the stomach of black cloaked Vermillion, sending him back hard.
Jehrale Valhera caught his wind, his blades were up on defense reflexively, and he cross parried the slashing falcata that rose up toward his torso. Before the kukri stabbed ahead, he twirled under the elven hunters’ reach, slashing furiously with both blades. Two, then four, then six deadly swings of steel were unleashed. Each made the same sound as he continued his dance to the center of the chamber.
Clang, chang, shing, ting!
Never had Jehrale met an opponent he could not kill, nor one so seemingly savage yet so skilled as this elf.
Lavress pressed on, keeping his stare to the chest of his foe, and began long thrusts and cuts to tire his opponent down. He lunged with the wolf pommeled falcata, then stepped back and countered the riposte with his lightning kukri strikes. His high lunges landed low to keep distance, his parries were horizontal, then he started with even faster stop cuts slashing vertical in between catching the shortblades with ease. His back and forth steps grew repetitious, then he knew it was time to feint. 
Vermillion countered with diagonal slashes of his kris blade, then low lunges to push back with his shortsword. He moved to take an angle in, as the straight forward defense of this elf was impenetrable. He stepped left, then right, and then dove ahead with quick thrusts. Suddenly his left arm burned, then his ribs, and he backed up and placed his guard cross and high. His opponent had moved ahead, had anticipated his steps, and placed two perfect cuts into his shoulder and flank. He felt the blood seeping down, he looked, and the savage elf was circling and preparing another assault.
Torchlight threw dancing shadows of two masters of the blade upon the walls of the prison chambers. The echo of steel upon steel was nearly deafening, yet the feint commotion of a much larger war above ground could be heard in the intermittent moments of the prison. Oggidan tried to focus, his armblade crossed over his shortblade, trying to overpower Sir Liogan. He had tripped him back over some chains, landed ontop of him, and his crossed edges were inches from the knights’ throat. In between them was broadsword, and a left hand holding his arm away. Both young warriors trembled from the pressure. 
Liogan turned left, then right, then left again, and lifted his knees. He pushed up hard, just hard enough to throw Oggidan back a few feet. He rolled, broadsword in hand, and got to his feet in time to deflect a slashing armblade and a chop of a very close shortsword. The young knight backpeddaled as he parried the fast incoming attacks, high, then low, then thrusts in the dark that met his steel. Though younger by a season or so, his red haired opponent was well trained. His back hit a wall, he dodged left and right, blades scraping stone as he did, sparking inches from his face.
Oggidan feinted to cut up across the knights’ face, then cut low with both blades. One was stepped around the other parried. He caught the broadsword in his blades again and twisted. The steel edges rolled over a few times, then the shortsword and the broadsword went skittering across the floor and stopped upon hitting a sack of chains. The agent of the White Spider punched ahead with his armblade, but it was grabbed by the knight with both his hands. 
The moans of forgotten prisoners rolled into the chambers, the battle was getting closer overhead, and Lavress Tilaniun knew there was little time. He glanced over and saw the struggle between Oggidan and Liogan, then sped up his assault.
He danced and weaved with direct thrusts and sweeping slashes, positioning himself closer to Liogan and the wall. The green glow and vibrating hum from the kris blade was unnerving now, nearly distracting Lavress with every parry he made against it. Vermillion kept his stance, a well trained swordsman indeed, yet his blades were half moments behind those of the elven hunter of the Hedim Anah. Half moments were enough.
Jehrale charged in, stopped at the slight motion of a stop cut from Lavress, then chopped down toward the falcata with both his weapons. He hit twice, thought he saw the blade fall loose, and lunged his kris blade toward the chest of his disarmed foe. Somehow, the falcata spun full vertical circle, a feint of being disarmed, and it rose up perfectly to deflect the deadly lunge. Vermillion impaled himself into the sudden punching kukri dagger of the waiting elf, the curved steel went deep into his chest. He swung on instinct with his shortblade, and that too was parried by the falcata, and then the dagger tore upward to his neck in a vertical line as he fell backwards.
Lavress did not stop with the cut of the dagger, turned his body and arm in a circle, and flung it underhand end over end into the back of Oggidan Chilar. The boy screamed in pain, grabbed the kukri just before he fell over and would have driven it deeper. He let it go, squirmed as he bled all over the stone, and began crawling for his shortblade in between gasps of anguish and trying to reach his hand to the wound.
Liogan walked past, kicked him square in the jaw, and took his broadsword from the ground. His bare foot ached, yet he limped to get Oggidan’s blade away. He thought to finish the boy, but it looked as though he was out from the hard kick. His honor would not allow him to kill someone helpless, an ogre perhaps, but not a human boy. Liogan glanced over as he heard steel meeting steel again. The young knight of Chazzrynn charged toward the still battling elven hunter and his cloaked foe.
Vermillion felt the kris blade hum and start to scream a terrible song, piercing his own ears and those of his attackers. His chest and neck were pouring blood, his ribs and shoulders as well, and his parries were weakening. Jehrale stepped back, toward the throneroom, deflecting everything Lavress was unleashing at him with that forward curved blade. Two blades on one, he knew that he would take this elf easily now, despite his injuries.
Lavress dove ahead, rolled, and came up deep into the guarding stance of his injured foe. His falcata slashed left, then right, low then high, countering both blades with his one. He began feinting with his elbows to give false direction to Vermillion, then spun full circle and chop blocked both the swords to his right. Before his opponent recovered his stance, Lavress swung up hard and deep at the elbow of Vermillion’s right arm and rolled with the cut to avoid the shortblade. He heard a yell of pain, felt his blade take the arm, and saw the green kris blade hit the floor still in the severed grip. 
The shortblade disarmed the falcata that parried, slashed at the elfs’ neck, but Lavress ducked under. His arm gone below the elbow, Jehrale knew he would not live long, but would at least kill this savage first. Vermillion roared and dove at his unarmed foe, off the steps, and led with an airborn blade down toward the chest of Lavress.
Just as Vermillion leapt at him, Lavress picked up the emerald pommeled kris blade. It burned his hand with invisible pain, it shrieked so loud his ears lost sense, and the green glow was glaring through the whole chamber. He gritted his teeth and raised his arm straight up. Then all went dark. The green pommel flickered and hummed, almost as if a sad ballad were about to begin. The kris blade was all but buried, all the way through Vermillion’s throat, and out the top of his skull. 
He shuddered, his reflexes spasming, eyes staring right at Lavress as the blade that held his mother took his life. The shortblade fell to the stone, then his body, his face first fall smashed into the ground and bounced once as the kris blade throbbed and hummed. Jehrale Valhera, known as Vermillion of the South, bled all over the prison chamber floor, and let out one last gurgling breath as he died.
“Mother…”
The moaning blade grew louder, the shadows seemed to darken, and the blood that was puddling on the stone began to seep back toward the emerald pommel. Lavress retrieved his weapons, glanced at Liogan and ran for the cells. There were so many, yet one they knew for sure held the heir prince of Chazzrynn. The elf of the Hedim Anah took the keys from the wall and unlocked the lock on the bars. Without words, he quickly enetered and began searching for the key to unlock the manacles that held the barely living Bryant Salganat.
“Who…are you…is it time for me to…hang…now…?”
Liogan Andellis knelt next to his prince, and put a his arm behind him. Just as Lavress got the chains off, he lifted his prince up with all his strength. He tried not to look, but it was not easy. Bryant had a swollen jaw that was crooked, his eyes were swollen shut from beatings, and there was old blood on most every part of him. His ribs shown through the filthy rags, and several of his bones did not look to be where they should. His brown hair was matted with dirt, and his notrils were crusted with dried blood.
“No, my prince. I am Sir Liogan Andellis, Knight of Southwind and of Chazzrynn. My friend Lavress Tilaniun and I are getting you out of here.” 
“I know no knight…by that name…is this more…torture?”
“No your highness, your father knighted me in the field, not two weeks past.” Liogan waited until Lavress took the other side as they would both have to help him walk.
“He does… that often…not the first…time…ha…ha…Is the war…over?” Bryant could not see his rescuers, yet he heard faint sounds of battle and a strange hum and song of a most eerie tone. 
“No, your highness, it has just begun.” Lavress walked with Liogan and the prince toward the stairs, hoping there was help on the other side. He motioned to set him down, then snuck up to the door. He listened. Soft steps, several, perhaps ten or more. He shook his head, knowing they could not fight that many with a dying helpless prince to protect.
“I warned…them…all of them and my…father…of Johnas and the …spiders…he has…no one…listened.” Bryant felt weak, starving, and he wished he could see.
Liogan looked to Lavress upon his return to help the prince up again. He saw the stare and the shake of his head, meaning they could not go out the easy way.
“Your highness, can you hold your breath?” Lavress began walking them toward the outer tunnels that held the sea serpent, the way they had entered.
“Perhaps… a bit, it… hurts to… breath. Why?” His mind was thinking of his lost family, his father fighting his war above, and all that Jehrale Valhera had told him.  The sorrow was only contained by his lack of strength to cry.
Stepping over the still breathing Oggidan, the very dead Vermillion, Liogan and his elven companion made for the tunnels that led to the docks. Liogan looked down as the hum grew loud from the blade and the last traces of blood soaked into the emerald pommel.
“We will need to swim to get you to safety, my prince.” Liogan nodded to Lavress.
“Leave me, I… am dead… weight to… you. Tell my… father you killed… Jehrale Valhera, tell him… to get me when the battle… is done.” Bryant whispered as loud as his voice would allow.
“I am afraid I cannot obey that order, your highness. I have orders to infiltrate and rescue you, from the king.” Liogan rounded the watery chasm, looked down to see if his boots had surfaced, then went around, still barefoot.
“Two weeks into knighthood and already disobeying, eh?” Lavress chuckled as they reached the submerged tunnel opening they had come up from.
“It would seem so. Once out, we head south, Lady Aelaine Lazlette should be waiting for us with Captain Shilde. Ready?” Liogan Andellis tightened his straps and buckles as Lavress did the same.
“Ready.” Lavress took a deep breath, heard the doors open far behind them, and jumped in the water.
“By the way, master Lavress, thank you for saving my life again. Your blades were nothing short of amazing.” The young knight nodded with sincerity.
“Time for gratitude and celebration will come when we have your prince safe and away from here. Come, Sir Liogan. It is time to swim again. Take a deep breath your highness.” Lavress reached up and took Bryant’s arm, treading water with a brutally beaten noble lowering to his grasp. He looked up and saw motion.“Liogan, now!”

Liogan jumped in with Bryant Salganat just as crossbow fire littered the chamber. All three heads dove under the ocean water before the agents of the White Spider could reload and take another shot at them. They looked, twelve black masks with wide eyes in disbelief, yet one pointed to the water. No prince, no bodies, yet they all saw a trickling stream of blood that looked rather fresh. They had hit one of them, which one and how badly wounded, none of them knew.
 



Balric IV:II
Hidden Sanctuary of the Broken Wing, City of Harlaheim
The edge of the sabre pushed open another old tattered curtain. For fear of catching the place aflame, Balric D’Vrelle kept his torch back behind him and walked slowly. This room was the same as the others. He stared in disbelief at the swollen bodies rotting and swarming with a weeks worth of flies. Most of them he had known or met, some not, but it mattered little now. This was the underground sanctum of the secret order of the Aldane Church, known as the Broken Wing. Obviously, Harlaheim or the White Spider had found it .
The swordsman spy passed by the corpses, perhaps fifty throughout the hidden fortress of unknown tunnels, and covered his mouth and nose with his forearm. He turned to the right, to where he had hoped to find the Lord Bishop Trebaine, instead he saw men hanging from the support beams. Balric turned away as he saw Trebaine, leader of the secret order who was his superior, dangling motionless in the dark. His tongue was gray as stone and a letter was held by a dagger wedged into his chest. Summoning his strength and resolve, he walked up and took the letter. Trembling with anger and hopelessness, he reached up and closed the eyes on the rancid body.
Balric looked down at the letter, it had the royal seal of the Aldane upon it, the seal of the Cardinal as well. Even before he opened it, he knew Johnas Valhera was behind it. The parchment smelled of perfume, the writing was exquisite, and the blood was dark and soaked in the envelope. He thought of his two cousins in the other room, his uncle, and his young nephew Aidrin D’vrelle. All dead, hung or beheaded, and no one on the surface would ever know of it. They were not members of the church, but Balric recalled the promise of Johnas Valhera. The promise was to find his family in Harlaheim, if ever he escaped. And so he had.
Lord Rodreigo was taking bodies down and laying them in alcoves as Balric had searched ahead. Sir Sebastian had died, leaving a devastated Richmond the Second incapable of anything more than whimpers in the dark.
Balric read the letter, trying to keep his composure as the sights and smells washed away any hope of help from his order or the church. He had trained with these men, many years ago, after his years with ths Crossguard Legion of Alden. The Cardinal was dead, recently to the populace, but Balric knew that Johnas had replaced him with a doppelganger well before his supposed passing. Fear gripped his chest as he now felt more alone than ever before.
By order of Cardinal Desmonde of the Aldane Church
Acelinne, Shanador 
13, Cavikkan, 345 A.D.
Let it be known that the Crossguard Legion has within its unwanted numbers, a secret group of assassins known as the Broken Wing. These discharged vigilantes have no affiliation with the Aldane, the Church hierarchy, and are considered dangerous men capable of murder in any fashion. Anyone belonging to this unofficial and clandestine operation is summoned to Acelinne, to confess, be forgiven, and disband. 
Should this order continue to operate in any regard, they are subject to the laws of whichever kingdom they may be found residing within. The Church does not hold any ransom nor offer for said agents, and will not trade coin nor word for their welfare. They are in grave action against the Church and its beliefs, and will receive no merciful judgement should they be found still in operation. 
From the time of this letter, anyone belonging to this supposed Broken Wing may reach Acelinne and confess. Such an action will bring forgiveness, and immunity to any punishment---
The rest of the letter was too soaked in the blood of Lord Bishop Trebaine to make out. Balric did not need to read more, he had read enough. The tapestries around him were cut and torn, the feathered cross disgraced, and the men were all dead. He knew there were others, in other kingdoms, but the secret order had no symbols. They had been based here, in Harlaheim, and he knew of no way to contact anyone. With Javiel dead, the Cardinal gone, and the order disbanded, Balric was indeed alone.
Something moved behind him, too quiet, softer than the far off moans of misery from the former king of Harlaheim. Balric turned, sabre on guard, and stared into the shadows of what was now a tomb to unknown soldiers of Alden. 
“Trebaine?”
It was Lord Rodreigo dell Amarr, he had gotten within the room unnoticed, and was staring up at the dead Lord Bishop. Balric followed the Caberran man’s eyes, he saw it, Rodreigo knew this man as well.
“How did you sneak up so close to me, and how do you know him?” Balric pointed his blade and circled through the hanging bodies of the dark underground room.
“What do you think, Balric D’Vrelle, that every Caberran noble sneaks around in guises to root out the wicked? Do the Knights of Saint Tarumin here train in stealth and secrecy?” Rodreigo smiled, his slicked back hair and oiled goatee shone in the torchlight. His accent was heavy as his eyes welled with tears.
“No, Saint Tarumin is a pious order, they…you belong to the Knights of Saint Tarumin, you are a lord of…” Balric kept his distance, blade on guard, trying to figure this man out.
“I am the Lord of San Tevida, in Caberra. I am the Lord Knight of the pious order of San Tarum there, and I lead prayers to Alden. As far as my ability to blend in and sneak up upon you with ease, that is from my position in---“
“The Broken Wing, you are a member with no mark nor symbol, just as I am.” Balric knew it, members in the Wing never knew anyone outside the kingdom they trained in, so he would never have met Rodreigo.
“Close. I have a symbol, here.” Rodreigo pulled his sleeve up on his left arm, revealing a wreath of black feathers that were tattooed in spiraling fashion from his wrist to his shoulderblade. “In my country, we are the Order de Pierra Mora, as you would say, the Broken Wing of Alden.”
“Why the markings?”
Rodreigo walked over to Lord Bishop Trebaine, lifted his sleeve on his left arm, revealing the same markings on the corpse that hung. “I knew Trebaine well, we trained together nearly twenty years past and kept in touch often. Until Richmond the Second took the throne, Bishop Javiel became corrupt and involved, and the chaos of Harlaheim overtook your order here, that is.”
“You are a Lord Bishop of the Broken Wing?” Balric sheathed his blade.
“I was, by guess at your letter though, we are officially ordered to no longer exist.” Rodreigo hung his head.
“The letter is fresh, unopened until just now, yet dated three months prior.” Balric handed it to Rodreigo, who declined with a wave of his hand.
“I need not read it, its message is here, hanging and littering the sanctum with corpses. I knew you were a member, you spoke of it, yet I assumed you had left or had no contacts here. It is forbidden to ask---“
“To ask of anything pertaining to us of differing kingdoms. I know, to keep us honorable in assisting our own countries. Well, now we know. You need to get help from Caberra.” Balric tossed the letter to the floor just as Richmond walked in. 
“Ha! Help from Caberra? You know as well as I that those letters went out in secret, months ago.  I would wager my lordship that the same has occurred in my country. So, should I go to find a tomb, and leave you alone here? I think not.” Rodreigo dell Amarr made the sign of the feathered cross on his chest as he let his eyes wander the corpses.
“What…what is all of this?” Richmond the Second wiped his eyes of the tears for Sebastian. He took another look, the bodies were still there.
“This, is corruption at its highest degree, courtesy of Johnas Valhera.” Rodreigo put his hand on the shoulder of the former king.
“Who are these men?”
“Who were these men, you mean.” Balric sighed. “They were the Broken Wing, a secretly trained arsenal of deadly blades for the Aldane Church. Many who you may have met, belonged in secret. Myself, BishopJaviel was a contact of sorts, and even Sir Sulian Lisario. I trained some of these men, personally.”
“And the man who invited Johnas to Harlaheim, was me.” Richmond stared, unable to fathom all that went on below his kingdom and behind his back.
“No, you sought power through many means. One Madame Florin, was a Domenarch for the White Spider, for Johnas. You had no way of knowing what you empowered her to, and I had no knowledge of the plans against Harlaheim, until it was too late.” Balric kicked a crossbow bolt across the floor.
“So, what do we do now?” Richmond looked to them both.
“We? There is no we, Richmond. I have lost my woman Vanessa to treachery and betrayal, my Order through murder, and now my family to execution. He has won, Johnas Valhera has won. Even the kingdom I secretly fought and killed to protect, even Harlaheim, belongs to him as well.” Balric glared, not wanting to list the crimes that Richmond partook in now, but his eyes said it anyway.
“I remember my oath to the Pierra Mora, all too well Balric D’Vrelle. Perhaps after you Harlians train in your Legion, your oaths are different, but I would expect not. So while there is the blood of the savior in the ground, the broken wing not forgotten, and a feathered cross upon holy…” Rodreigo paused.
“…holy men, our blades shall never fail to cut the wickedness from the night. In Alden’s name, in secret honor, until my last breath, I swear.” Balric sighed, closed his eyes, then opened them as he turned his head up to stare at the ceiling. “I remember, but that order is dead now.”
“We have a rightful king to protect. We have a base of operations under the Marble Tower of Kalzarius, we have God, and an enemy. We have our oaths, Balric.” Lord Rodreigo dell Amarr stood tall and smiled.
“We also have just the two of us, two men Rodreigo, two men. Sebastian is dead. Two against thousands.” Balric closed his eyes again and thought of Vanessa. He saw now what an excellent job she had done to keep him distracted these last few years. She had gone for the heart, while Johnas gutted everything he knew.
“Two men, so that is how it starts then. But I see three of us standing here.” Rodreigo turned, he heard motion near the entrance above. He remembered the bodies in the alley, they had company inside now.
“How what starts? Are you mad?”
“Revolution, in secret, someone needs to lead it. If we do not stop it, no one will and---“
Balric heard it too, boots moving in silence, he interrupted Lord Rodreigo. “We talk later, time to move.” Balric whispered, drew his sabre, and made for an exit he knew of behind an old tapestry of the feathered cross. Rodreigo and Richmond followed close, leaving the bodies of their fallen brethren and family behind.
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Kalzarius looked to Cilano, both men over the misty brazier of arcane sight that glowed bright magenta on the seventeenth floor. It was night, dark both outsise and in, the only illumination was what the master wizard and his eventual successor peered into. Capitan Jean-Ris of the tower’s gray guard stood in the distance and awaited orders. He and the fifty other students had been awoken by arcane alarms not one hour past. Kalzarius had returned with several chests and seemed concerned about many things.
“Send five students, Cilano, to the southern tunnels. Make sure they are not followed.” The ancient master did not look up, merely spoke what needed be done. “Capitan, take ten students to the eastern passages, send ten more to the western ones, and assure me that no one is nearing our underground.”
“Should I raise the defenses and close the gates, master?” Cilano raised his brow and eyes just enough to meet the gaze of the famous wizard. Then he waved the waiting capitan on to carry out the orders.
“No, no, not yet. So far there is nothing moving from our new king Phillip above ground, nothing from L’Herrim Castle. Yet four men left and only three return. Those three have thirty following, two of which have arcane talents beyond their black masks. Just get them here safely, and throw the others off their passing, would you?” Kalzarius watched as Balric led Rodreigo and Richmond through the undercity, unaware of how many followed them. The arcane liquid in the brazier shimmered as they moved closer to the tower.
“What else transpires, Kalzarius?” Cilano tried to follow the gestures his master employed to move the sight of the brazier and its liquid. It had taken him hours to view outside the tower, yet his old mentor moved it around, through and below the reaches of Harlaheim in quick simple flicks of his fingers. Suddenly the room went even darker, nighttime waters of indigo waves appeared in their view.
“The docks, a ship is arriving. Caberran noble ship, two tridents and golden sails I see here. It is arriving from Chazzrynn, and has made quick time through the waters. It has three doppelgangers on board, and no one is aware of it. See the sickly yellow and black auras there, the shifting ones? Even from miles away, I can see a doppelganger that has little skill to mask itself.” Kalzarius watched with his arcane sights, close to the cabin of the Caberran galleon, then he tried to listen in. He heard mumbling, waves and wind, but he did make out a name.
“Who is it master, why would one Caberran vessel with shapeshifters be making a quick journey to Harlaheim?” Cilano was curious, but not as intent on filling that curiosity as his master. “Has Johnas Valhera allied with Caberra?”
“Doubtful. Wil dell Escada, not who he says he is, something important, something about war. We need to meet him at the docks, secretly.” He heard words being spoken, enough to garner that this man held important information, and that the doppelgangers would likely kill him once he disembarked.
“Shall I head to the dock under guard, master?” Cilano knew the answer, summoned his staff from its leaning position across the room with a gesture of his palm, and began walking out the balcony.
“Be careful, Cilano. The fact that I see none of the agents of Harlaheim does not mean they are not there. Make certain those doppelgangers do not reach the city, by any means necessary. Use force, but with caution.” 
“I was trained by the famous Kalzarius, still am, no need to worry. I will bring this Wil dell Escada safely here.” Cilano walked off the edge, floating down seventeen stories to the courtyard. By the time he reached the ground, gray cloaked arcane students and guards fell in step with him.
The guards slowly brought in three heavy chests, the ones Kalzarius had returned with from Ansharr on Soujan Mountain. He pointed to where they should be placed, too weary and fatigued to speak simple commands, his focus was on all that moved in and out of the dangerous city. He looked at them, three old chests of curled dark wood, and three faded symbols of wolf heads in faded crimson upon the lids. He smiled, reveling in his childhood fantasies of being a revolutionary swordsman knight. He was chosen for so much more, his gifts of the arcane and understanding the ways that magicks flowed and moved, were beyond his youthful skill with a blade. Now, even after he had passed the century mark of his years, Kalzarius of Harlaheim still grinned when his blood felt thoughts of revolution.
A tap on his shoulder let him know he had drifted off again, his students had become concerned more often. His powers, when exerted to limits that most would trade their souls to have, seemed to drain him into a slow daydream for hours on end. He rarely slept more than a few hours per week, his beard and hair of shining white and gray swirls did not grow anymore, yet matched his swirling tower in color and design more each year. It was a slow transformation, he knew, that used to happen to old archmages of centuries past. Kalzarius sighed, not wanting to dwell upon such dark and mysterious inner changes as of right this moment.
“Thank you. How long was I there, dreaming again?”
“Four hours, master.” The student kept her head low and respectful.
“I see.” The old master of the arcane resolved to inspect this phenomenon within himself sooner than he had anticipated.
“The three men, Balric, Richmond, and Rodreigo have arrived and are below. We were not followed, master. Sir Sebastian of Harlaheim---“
“Is dead, I am aware and saddened. When the sun rises, take half the students and guards to where he was left, there are many more there. Use your channels and kinesis spells and see to opening the ground and interring the bodies into the earth. Touch nothing, but cover them quickly and return.”
“Yes master. Should I send them up to see you?” The student bowed again, trying to hold her excitement from her voice at being given another assignment from the great Kalzarius.
“Yes, yes, we have much to discuss.” He bowed as his gray garbed arcane pupil, one of so many, left him with an energy he wished he had.
Capitan Jean-Ris bowed as he walked forward, his brow sweating from the long treks of stairs and tunnels in the heat of the harvest humidity. Three figures stepped slowly behind him, yet before words were shared, he produced a rolled scroll of purple glimmering parchment.
“A flying toad gave this to me, master Kalzarius.” The capitan looked at his left shoulder, and indeed met the eyes of a green fat toad with bat wings folded neatly on its back. “This toad, to be precise.”
“Lassado of Eisel Ine sends word from Shanador, in peculiar fashion as always. Thank you, capitan.” Kalzarius took the scroll of odd color, reached his hand to the magically altered amphibious avian toad, and sat down slowly into a red velvet chair.
As he began to open the scroll, prying eyes of the toad overlooking from his shoulder, the great wizard of Harlaheim motioned for his three guests to sit. He read the words of his distant friend, one of the only three masters of arcane tutelage that still taught on the continent. Kalzarius at the mighty Marble Tower in Harlaheim, Aelaine Lazlette and her four towered Semanarium Arcanum in Vallakazz, and Lassado of the domed fortress of Eisel Ine outside the capital of Shanador, were all that remained today. 
Dearest fellow Masters of Magicks
Recently, I have left the council of Shanador, and I was paid little mind as always. However boring and tedious the discussions of old low kings, their knights, their chattering ladies, and my great High King Borgaine and Queen Findyra the fair may have been, I did receive an awakening snore that brought my attention to great curiosity. It seems that Gwenneth Lazlette and four cohorts have crossed through southern Shanador, and without a visit to me. Besides being mildly offended, which I will soon recover from with aid, I heard they were wanted and hunted by Altestan, some spider organization, Armondeen, and now Willborne. After my laughter subsided, I heard that they seek the ruins of fabled Mooncrest to the west. I laughed some more. Then, I heard that a caravan of exiled refugees follows them. I watched the prodigal daughter of Lazlette until she passed into a cursed realm that I could no longer scry. I would much like to know why and how she carries the legendary staff of Imoch the Eternal, and how she was allowed to learn such powerful incantations as I witnessed. Perhaps you were also unaware, but she assisted in thwarting a mighty dragon and drove off a giant castle in the sky not too long ago I heard. They are most sought after, yet Shanador is reluctant do do more than watch and let them pass through. So, I assume you would like my assistance. I will go to Evermont and assist as best I can, since you know low king Symond and I are close friends and lovers of tea and history. Next time, keep me better informed.
Lassado of Eisel Ine,
Lastly, please feed mighty Titan, my most reliable messenger. When he gets hungry, well…do not let him get hungry, and we leave it there.
Kalzarius laughed out loud, not having spoken to Lassado in many years. Through arcane accident, his friend had forgotten his own last name many decades ago, before they had met. To this day, though mildly insane and prone to odd conjurations and strange experiments, Lassado had not been able to find trace of his name nor lineage. He looked to the toad on his shoulder. It fluttered its bat wings and blinked. “Titan?”
Croak…croak…
As Titan the toad croaked, the scroll went up in a flash of purple laughter and sparkling dust.
“I have gnats surely trying to seek what lies in my kitchen, ninth floor, help yourself. I will have a message to return to your master in a few hours.” The master of the Marble Tower nodded as the bat wings lifted the fat toad off toward the stairs.
Kalzarius wiped his brow, wisked his hand through the glittering dust, and thought of the here and now. Sir Sebastian, likely the knight with the most knowledge of Harlaheim, was dead. Balric sat quietly, full of anger, deep in thought. Richmond looked as though he had been sobbing, and his gaze upon the floor was distant. Lord Rodreigo from Caberra held firm, his face showed resolve and purpose, the old mage knew he was ready.
With a gesturing finger, two old books lifted from shelves in the dark room above the grand city. Kalzarius snapped his fingers, candles lit with magical light from all around, and the books floated to a table of brass and oak. Staff in hand, he walked slowly over to the table, and motioned with his eyes for his three guests to meet him there. Richmond was the last to rise, only following the other two men like a lost puppy it seemed.
“I know of Sir Sebastian, and we will each mourn him when time allows. For now, we have much to plan.” He paused as the pages opened at his silent arcane command. “You three are the most wanted men in Harlaheim, having you here is a great danger to me, my students, and my college. So what we do from here out, must be done in the fashion of disguise and stealth, with no room for error.”
“What we do? I do not know what you are referring to, old man.” Balric rolled his eyes in frustration.
“If you mean to give up, master D’Vrelle, inform me now. My blood is Harlian, it screams for freedom, tradition, and revolution with every beat of my heart.” Kalzarius looked very serious to the younger swordsman. “We are beaten, but not dead. The fight goes on.”
“I..there is…what possibly could we do besides killing, another war…our true enemy is not even here in Harlaheim. Damn it all to the hells! What do you think we can accomplish?! Who do we target? Phillip? You see, there is no point.” Balric paced, fumed, yelled out his frustrations.
“Balric, I barely know you at all, but I know of whom you have served and trained with. You, my deadly spy, are invaluable here. You have the streets of this city, above and below, memorized. You know the White Spider, you know how they move and where they are. You know our enemy, better than anyone.” Kalzarius turned to Richmond.
“You, sniveling former king that tried to see me ruined, yes you Richmond. You know the nobles, the politics, and who can be bought and who not. I would wager you know L’Herrim like the end of your pointy nose, and that we will need. Not that I want you on the throne again, but at least it is who belongs there in lieu of who has taken it falsely. You are needed, like it or no.” Kalzarius turned to Rodreigo.
“My lord from Caberra, you must be the hope to hold these two together. They both have lost all, or close to it, would you help them to any end and see these atrocities undone?”
“I could have left to Caberra some time ago, had I not known God placed me here for a purpose, old wizard. What is your plan?” Rodreigo bowed.
“How well do we know our Agarian history, gentlemen?” He opened one of the books on the table.
“Well enough, but likely not as well as you.” Balric retorted, sighing yet he approached the tomes and looked.
He spoke as if to a class, watching the attentions of the three men focus on his words. “The last time there was an organized revolt, one that spanned many kingdoms mind you, was the time of the floods over four centuries past. Altestan had occupied every kingdom, save parts of Shanador and Chazzrynn. Against that occupation, men from thrones to trenches, noble and common, all allied in secret under a banner. They---“
“But we do not fight Altestan, Kalzarius. We are not warring against an enemy above ground, one that is obvious. This is different.” Balric argued.
“No, not yet. But, our enemy has woven themselves into every city on Agara. Has not Johnas Valhera taken two kingdoms now by his---“ Kalzarius was interrupted again.
“Three. He has three kingdoms, Willborne is now his ally.” A shorter stocky Caberran man bowed as Cilano led him to the western room on the seventeenth floor. Then he drew his curved shamshir and stared at Richmond the Second.
“Prince Willian dell Barrato, what are you doing here?” Lord Rodreigo bowed low and took a knee.
“I thought you were Wil dell Escada, a noble courier from the courts of---“ Cilano gripped his staff, not knowing what was about to happen.
“We have assumed you were dead Lord dell Amarr. I would have expected, Rodreigo, that this king was dead also. If no, and obviously that is the case, I would have assumed you would have corrected that for my late sister, Rosana.” Prince Willian of Caberra stepped forward with purpose, right toward the former king of Harlaheim.
“My prince, he did not kill her, he executed a likeness in the guise of his seneschal, a seneschal who posed as your sister. We do not know the fate of Rosana, but she was not killed by this man.” He kept his bow, knowing he was not to interfere with the noble family of his kingdom.
“Regardless of your lack of proof, you were rumored wanted or dead, she is missing, and my father and older brothers wish answers. The king of Caberra commands justice!” His curved blade raised regardless, his steps straight at a wide eyed Richmond. The blade struck out, and met the quick drawn sabre of Balric D’Vrelle, a perfect parry.
“You defend this wretch? Then I challenge you, whoever you are that would protect such a man.” Prince Willian stepped back on guard.
Clang
Clang
Clang
Two quick strikes, one at the high edge of the shamshir, the second near the hilt, and the blade was skittering across the stone floor. Balric glared, having just disarmed a foreign prince who wanted Richmond dead, in the tower of Kalzarius of all places.
“Challenge accepted, whoever you are.” Balric sheathed his blade.
Richmond drew his golden rapier, used only once ever in combat, and stood with his chin raised toward the young prince of Caberra. “I accept your challenge. Balric, I will fight my own fights, and accept my death for all I have done.”
“Likely the first noble words you have ever spoken, Richmond.” Prince Willian picked up his blade and stared at the corrupt former king.
Balric drew his sabre out again and held it low at his side. “Should you win, Prince of Caberra, you will face me after.”
“And should you prevail over my prince, I will cross steel with you, Balric D’Vrelle.” Lord Rodreigo drew his shamshir and stood stoic and regal, his smile long gone from his tan face.
“Enough!” Kalzarius boomed his voice, mixed with arcane force that tore shadows from walls and set the candles ablaze in his tower. He tapped his staff to the floor and walked slowly to the brazier, still glowing bright magenta against the wall. “There will be no bloodshed in my tower, regardless of nobility, kingdom, or titles. Understood?”
The four men glared, dark brown stares slowly watched one another, Harlian to Caberran, blades drawn out and ready. No one wished to cross Kalzarius, yet none would lower their guard.
“Here, look here Prince Willian, son of King Marcellian. I beg of you.” Kalzarius focused hard, he was tired, and the distance far indeed. He could not see past into the dark that surrounded the far west, yet he had found the refugees of Saint Erinsburg. “Your sister lives.”
Prince Willian backed up cautiously, and turned a hesitant gaze into the brazier. In the calm purple liquid light, he saw a man he recognized from his youth. He saw Cristoff Bradswellen the Third of Saint Erinsburg. He was kneeling next to a bed, at night, surrounded in white draperies. A woman in black, a priest of Alden, and a dwarf knelt with him. They looked to be praying. On the bed, fast asleep with a swollen belly, was his sister Rosana. Her hair was shorter than last he saw her, yet it was her. His eye teared a bit, his hand went to touch yet recoiled, he knew it was but magical sight. He sheathed his blade. As he turned, Rodreigo, Balric, and Richmond were looking over his shoulder. They sheathed their blades in silence as well. No one spoke. Just stared.
“Is this real, old wizard?” Willian sniffled. “Or a trick?”
“I would never.” Kalzarius replied.
“The child, is it yours?” Without looking over his shoulder, Prince Willian asked Richmond of what he saw.
“No. The queen and I, Rosana and I, never consummated our marriage.” Richmond choked the words out, his eyes tearing up, happy and torn with sorrow upon seeing her alive and well.
“Whose is it then?” The Caberran prince spoke stern now, angry almost.
“Her secret husband, from before we met. The late Lord Knight Errant Savanno Lisario, of the Order of Saint Tarumin. Him, I did kill.” Richmond hung his head and let the tears fall.
“So be it. Where is she, Kalzarius?” 
“Far to the west, beyond Shanador, past the city of Freemoore, nearly two months from here.”
“She is with Cristoff, a fine lord, he will keep her safe until we retrieve her. Obviously his evacuation of Saint Erinsburg and journey into exile has saved many, from a most wicked king.” Willian turned to Richmond as the arcane scene faded from the liquid.
“I am not king, not anymore.” Richmond wiped his face and pulled his chin up, trying to hold together.
“And the wicked part?” Balric asked sincerely.
“I would see it undone one hundred fold, if I had the chance.” Richmond met the eyes of the spy that was ordered to undo his rule, the one who had defended him just now, and the fierce stare of Balric D’Vrelle did not waver.
“Merely to regain your throne?” Rodreigo replied with a questioning stare.
“No, for justice and to right my wrongs. I want no crown.” Richmond trembled, these men had honor, something he knew little of.
“Then, if you are speaking of atonement, words are but something for a priest to hear. Actions are what makes a man forgiven.” Prince Willian turned to Richmond, somewhat calmed that his sister was alive, somewhere safe, and this man here had not killed her as he had been led to believe.
“Then I shall do what it takes.” Richmond nodded to Willian.
“I will believe it when I see it. For you, Richmond the Second, this may take a very long time indeed. So, it seems I will be staying in Harlaheim indefinitely, to see you redeemed.” 
“With your permission my prince, I had planned on assisting our Harlian allies as well.” Rodreigo received the nod from his prince.
“Why would two Caberrans want to help a dethroned prince of Harlaheim?” Richmond looked to them both, not sure of their intentions.
“Because we have common enemies, you and I, and our kingdoms are about to be at war with one another. Johnas Valhera holds Harlaheim with Phillip, Willborne with this Valistor Waylen, and his battle for Chazzrynn goes on as we speak. Once it is over, he has mentioned turning his forces toward Caberra. This I cannot allow, so, uncommon allies are made.” Willian spoke solemnly, with a slight bit of fear in his voice at the mention of war.
“And he holds power in the Church somewhere besides the late Cardinal Desmonde. He has eliminated the Broken Wing.” Balric added.
“The new Cardinal is arriving soon, to be greeted by Phillip the First, new king of Harlaheim. I have an invitation to attend the ceremony, but had not planned on attending. Now however, perhaps I should.” Kalzarius interjected with a smile.
“And what will we be doing while you keep them occupied?” Balric shot a questioning glance.
The old master of the arcane walked toward the chests, past the table with the ancient books, and lifted the lids. “As I was saying earlier, before young nobles found their egos more important than the words of an old sage, in these chests lies the answer.” He flipped open the old containers from Soujan Mountain.
“I know that symbol, all too well, yet Altestan saw them all destroyed many centuries ago, they will not be remembered. How did you find this?” Lord Rodreigo spoke as they all stared.
“I have many old and powerful friends, and we leave it at that.” Kalzarius motioned for them to take out the contents and smiled. “The Red Wolves of Agara fought secretly against agents of Altestan, their armies, and in the dark against those allied with the northern empires in their last occupation of this continent, four hundred years ago. They fought hard, they dealt deadly blows, and no one knew who they were. Packs of brothers they were, all from different kingdoms and orders, rulers and peasants, all with purpose and steel. Their identities concealed with red masks and crimson paints of enchanted natures, their wolf lined ruby cloaks were a symbol of freedom and hope, under God. Their banners would raise and inspire revolution in the people, and strike fear into Altestani soldiers. And, their blades of divine and arcane design, cut down both invader and traitor alike in the dark nights and cities of ages past.”
Balric held up a rapier, its golden hilt glistened red, its steel was engraved with old etchings, it was nearly weightless and surely flawless in craft. Richmond lifted a cloak, thick as wool yet soft as silk, the wolf pelt lining seemed to move but did not. Rodreigo picked up a mask, it had a snarling snout and fangs, a hard thing it was made of steel and covered with some sort of red plaster. Willian reached for a curved shamshir, a curved dagger, even steel bracers with the same plaster or paint of crimson upon them . Then, he lifted a flag and let it unfurrel. It was crimson, old and smelled of mildew, yet the deep red and black symbol of a snarling open mouthed wolf head was plain to see. Armors, longblades, shortblades, knives, and more all littered the chests, all marked and enchanted the same.
“There are enough weapons and arms here for about twenty men, we are but four.” Rodreigo dell Amarr handed Balric a sabre, and it was refused. He raised an eyebrow toward the Harlian swordsman.
“Then four is where it starts, as you said to me. The White Spider will have a predator on the field of night.” Balric smiled, he felt something, he looked to Richmond. “Your skills with a blade will have to be honed, your majesty.”
“Agreed. I took a few months lessons from the greatest swordsman in Harlaheim, but I retained little in truth. Now, he is dead.” Richmond stared as the crimson wares and wolf head symbol began to decorate the floor of the tower. “I cannot do what you men do, I..I am not worthy of this.”
“You will have to be.” Balric said without room for question.
“You must speak of Sulian Lisario, master of the rapier. He is legendary in Caberra as well. You were fortunate to have learned anything from such a talented man, many would have killed for the opportunity.” Prince Willian handed some bracers and a shirt of weightless steel ringed armor to Rodreigo.
“You want to learn the rapier, Richmond?” Balric D’Vrelle unbuckled his belt, took of the scabbard holding his sabre, and set it down.
“Well yes, it is the official blade of my kingd…of Harlaheim. But you use the sabre and are most magnificent with it---“
“To blend in with Chazzrynn, to bely my heritage, not by choice. Why was Sulian Lisario the deadliest blade in Harlaheim?” Balric swished the rapier of the Red Wolves through the air, three times, faster than light.
“He trained with the Crossguard Legion, he practiced with them in Shanador and…had over twenty duels he won in three kingdoms…” Richmond looked at the smile of Balric, then to the blade in his hand, and then back up.
“He trained under me for three years, every single day, in the Broken Wing. My orders were sent, as were his, and we parted ways. He was my best student. When I met him, he knew as much about the sword as you do.”
“Will you teach me, Balric?” Richmond raised his blade, it was subsequently knocked away with a quick disarm, too fast for the untrained eye.
“It would seem, if we are to survive and revolt, that I have little choice. The agents of the White Spider are trained by Domenarchs, who are trained by the Emerald Eight, who are all trained by Johnas Valhera. And Johnas is the only man I failed to kill when blades were crossed, it was a draw.” Balric paced, timed his steps, reliving that duel in his mind.
“A battle that will have to wait, for now.” Kalzarius piped in. 
“You have our attention, our honor, and our allegiance to cause, great Kalzarius. What is your plan?” Balric, with a Caberran prince, a former king, and a foreign swordsman lord, all waited and listened.
“To raise the Red Wolves once again, and see justice done in Harlaheim, then you spread further and gain numbers where you can. Now listen carefully, this is what I have thought up, rather quickly mind you…”
 



Johnas IV:III
Valhirst, Chazzrynn
Mikhail withdrew his broadsword, covered in blue and purple blood, then slashed Johnas Valhera across the chest and sent him over the walls of the castle. He watched as the doppelganger reverted to the broken and bloody creature of pale white that it was, then hit the bridge below with a sickening smash of flesh. That was the third Johnas he had killed this battle, the third set of black eyes that stared back at him with inhuman wickedness, and now he was covered with the blood of shapeshifters alone on the castle walls.
“Retreat, fall back to the west!”
The king of Chazzrynn heard his own voice, nearly perfect, but it was not him giving the orders. He looked across the smoke filled courtyard, full of thousands in bloody battle, and saw himself shouting commands to the forces.
“Stand your ground men! That is an imposter! Kill it!” Mikhail yelled and pointed his sword to the doppelganger on the north wall. He walked down the steps, many men falling in around him. He saw the shapeshifter lose its head, courtesy of a Knight of Southwind Keep.
“No, that is the imposter, archers, fire!” Another shapeshifter appeared on the west wall, looking like the king, and arrows flew like rain toward the true Mikhail Salganat.
He raised his shield, as did the men around him, as hundreds of flights from bows and crossbows riddled the stairs. Six men fell dead to his sides, three more with injury, yet the king kept his march into the courtyard. His shield had at least five arrows lodged into it, yet he did not flinch. His orders had to be heard and executed for victory, so he looked for his captains and knights in the brutal foray.
Lord Corey of Thoranack was dead at the gates, his body full of flights. Lord Dimitri of Addisonia was not to be found, nor his men, yet he thought he saw the banners withdraw with the false order to retreat. Lord Burraine of Silverbridge was in the thick, alongside Sir Jallan of Hurne, surrounded by the forces of the traitorous Lord Unarvin of Saint Gavrielle. Mikhail saw General Fandruss of Loucas and Marcus Mederris to the eastern walls, battling black masked soldiers and the Valhirst legions, outnumbered three to one. Smoke rose heavy to the south, night was coming, yet the king could make out the horror there with the flashes of arcane lights that Aelaine Lazlette was unleashing. She had withdrawn back outside the walls, surrounded by her men, and she was decimating a massing force that moved too fast to see. Black shadows, massive cats by the hundreds, leapt and pounced, tearing apart what remained of the Vallakazz army led by Kendrynn Shilde. It was too much to keep the south gate, and they had no choice but to battle the cats in the open fields and retreat.
“The field is lost, we return to fight another day, long live Chazzrynn!”

Another order came, from the east wall now, this time the doppelganger had the Chazzrynn banner waving, the order sounded real. It was not Mikhail, but it might as well have been. The timing of the false orders caused confusion in the ranks, in the men already outnumbered on a bloody field of battle. In that confusion, there was a momentary lapse of confidence and action, and the soldiers of Valhirst were merciless. Black masks and armored men cut into the forces of King Mikhail in the chaos, arrows rained, panthers ripped and shredded man from horse, and men fled the gates on false orders from imposter kings. The creature with the banner screamed and hissed as Lord Alexi T’Vellon plunged his sword through it, over and over, then kicked it off the catwalk. His Knights of Southwind kept moving above, trying to silence the shapeshifting imposters.
Clank,Clank,Clank 
Slam,Slam,Slam
Then the portcullis gates on three sides slammed shut. Already outnumbered three to one, the odds just worsened as nearly half the soldiers were now outside the walls, unable to assist unless they went round the south side of the castle. At that south end, the panthers circled, half a legion of Valhirst waited, and the archers gathered on the catwalks. Mikhail was now trapped inside with his fearless captains of Chazzrynn. He looked across to the southern wreakage of the blasted and burned gate, and saw Johnas Valhera. No black eyes, no false orders, and his grin was genuine as he gave his men and beasts and creatures the order to form up around him. Mikhail knew it was truly Johnas this time.
“Men under Mikhail Salganat, stand down now, and you may be given quarter and mercy!” Johnas yelled out over the courtyard. He had his doppelgangers, his agents, the panthers, and well over two thousand men in all. He estimated Mikhail had less than a legion left, scattered inside his castle walls, trapped like animals in a cage. The blades still echoed, the battle raged on all around him, yet he knew victory when he saw it.
Mikhail finally saw his enemy, his own nephew, and for one moment he thought of retreat. He thought of his numbers, his position, and his men. In that moment, he thought of Bryant and his future kingdom. The king blinked and raised his broadsword to the dark sky, then lowered it and pointed it at Johnas across the castle.
“Men of Chazzrynn, charge!”
LCMVXILCMVXILCMVXILCMVXIL
Aelaine did not listen to the voices yelling retreats nor charging commands. She rolled over and stood as the black panther tore the throat out of her horse and hissed. Two more of her personal guard fell as black cats descended from broken walls and rubble. When the rolling was done, the panthers roared with faces covered in blood. Her wand drew out in a flash, her staff broken back with her horse, and she summoned an intense fire of white heat at the tip.
“Succora sancul vishra vuuhn!”
The flame became a large ball of swirling heat, then it elongated, and soon her wand whipped a cone of pure fire around her in a dancing circle. Aelaine backed up slowly, panthers leaping at her and turning to shrieking ash as they passed her defenses. Her hand raised into a fist, then lowered quick. The flames hit the ground and an incendiary wall ten feet high surrounded her and the four men still near their lady. 
Aelaine’s senses were focused, she saw through her wall of fire, and began unleashing furious bolts of electricity into the approaching prowling cats. There were so many, and her men were now so few.
“Canciur dorres nicshuul!” Her finger erupted in purple lightning that smoked a hole through a black cat, then arced at her command to the head of another, then a third through the mouth, and a fourth died trying to leap her flaming wall. 
Her men lay in disarray, covered in arrows, ripped by claws and fangs. Aelaine summoned light over the field and the south gates, and conjured a field of arcane force to prevent further flights from hitting true, and then levitated up out of reach of the black beasts. Her flames dwindled and they were finding ways around and over. Just as she went to unleash another barrage, she did a second glance. There on the field was Kendrynn Shilde, her four men, and three others. The rest of her forces were dead. Her black robes fluttered above the ground, she stifled a cry, never had she seen such brutal war and carnage.
Tink, tink, chink, thewwwmm, thewmm, click, click, tink…
The lady of Vallakazz felt not the arrows shattering against her magical field of energy held upon her skin. In anger and perhaps sorrowful rage, she pointed her fingers toward the massing soldiers and panthers that followed Lord Dimitri through the bloody field. She could do so little with the men mixed in with the enemy so close. One after another, she targeted her bolts of flame, her wisps of acidic mist, and her crackles of lightning into the killers of Valhirst, yet they kept coming. Aelaine heard orders again, archers this time, so she unleashed a ball of flame toward the south wall.
A tear fell to her cheek, she saw the flights almost at her, hundreds now hand been loosed as she was in view. Her hands went up, the barrier summoned, but not before three arrows pierced her robes. One in her right shoulder, one in her left thigh, and one through her raised left palm. The rest shattered into pieces as her arcane wall lifted, yet Aelaine Lazlette fell to the ground, surrounded by her fading fires. The south wall resounded with her late arriving blast of flame, she heard the screams, then she was on her back. 
She heard the growls and hisses, her vision was a blur of black and white haze, then she heard a yell of pain from someone. Feline eyes were over her, mere feet away, and Aelaine struggled to summon something through her hand to fend it off. Her body ached, the spell produced but smoke and a flash of color, nothing more.
Kendrynn dove through the fires, broadsword raised, shield low. His face and head burned, his hair was smoldering, yet his blade took the head off of the panther over Aelaine in one vicious chop. She smiled up to him, pain ripping through her body from the arrows imbedded in her, and her eyes were wet with tears and her face was splattered with blood. She looked as the decaptitated body returned to that of a naked man. Then Aelaine looked to her fires, now smoldering into small flames she could not bring back, and lastly to the burned and bloody captain of Vallakazz, also with two arrows in his chest.
“Retreat, Captain Shilde, retreat to Vallakazz.” Aleaine’s eyes closed. She felt herself being lifted onto a horse, she felt the horse riding fast, and the growling hisses of panther men faded as weakness forced her to sleep.
LCMVXILCMVXILCMVXILCMVXIL
Alexei T’vellon was on the east wall, on foot, thirty of his knights in tow. He saw the charge of his king, and he matched in step from above. His blade plunged into the exposed neck of a Valhirst soldier, then pulled back and swung down arcoss and through the chainmail and chest of another. His shield blocked an arrow, then another, and he rushed the archers in black. Just as they reloaded, his broadsword took the blackmasked head of one, then he spun and drove the point through the stomach of the other. The scream was silenced as he kicked ahead and forced the dark clad archer off his blade and to a thirty foot fall to the courtyard. 
The Lord of Southwind did not stop, he looked to the stairs leading down to his king as they filled with soldiers. A charging halberd was blocked, then another, his blade had not the reach to counter. At least one hundred blocked him from the king, blocking his men with long reaching polearms and driving them back. His knights locked their shields and gave one hard push, it did little to move such a force in tight quarters.
“To the north wall, around the other side! To the king!” Alexei roared, his men doubling back around to reach a set of stairs down. They had killed the doppelgangers on the walls, taken out most of the archers on the north and east sides, yet they were now being corralled like cattle. The Valhirst army had them all divided, separated from the main force, and even some locked outside the castle walls. 
The Lord of Southwind ran along the catwalk, his men killing and being killed as black clad assassins emerged from hidden passages and plunged shortblades in the night. The broadsword cut down another soldier through the flank, then one more that charged him lost his leg above the knee as Alexei lowered in swing. His steps moved faster, almost to the stairs on the north wall, fifteen Southwind men behind him remaining. Fifty halberds stomped up the stairs, halfway up, the soldiers led by a man in torn ragged clothing. A patch over one eye and a wicked smile preceeded him as he twirled a longsword and a dagger.
“Kill the trrraitor, and his men.” Farrigus purred out his orders as whiskers sprouted on his face and he stepped with the Valhirst soldiers toward Alexei T’Vellon.
The only way to Mikhail was either a thirty foot drop onto cobblestone, or through this man and the soldiers that blocked the stairs. Alexei looked back, fourteen knights behind him now, against fifty armed halberdiers. He smiled, pointed his blade at the man with the feline eye and the patch, and charged him.
“Aaahhhhhh!” The Lord of Southwind saw the field, dark as it was, right before the clash of steel on the stairs. King Mikhail had charged in gloriously, yet was surrounded in the yard. There was no escape, the Valhirst army held the only exit south, and the arrows and cats began picking off any stragglers from the main force. He saw his king reach Johnas Valhera though, blade to blade, and that was all he needed to see.
The broadsword chopped down with all his force, met by two blades crossed, yet it scratched the face of the man with the patch. It sent him back, nearly into the approaching axeheads on poles held by his own men. Alexei continued his attack, his remaining men behind him. He thrust ahead, dodged by his opponent, then slashed left, met by the longblade, then right, and he ducked under.  His foe was quick, yet the stairs were held in stalemate now as his knights engaged the Valhirst forces.
Farrigus feinted a lunge with his blade, then stabbed his dagger toward the lord of knights, three times in rapid succession. Each time a shield stopped the attack. Then Crimson of the North slashed low to cut the legs out from under his enemy up higher on the stairs. Not willing to give ground, the lord sidestepped, spun round, and met him face to face, avoiding his longblade. Their breath could be felt on each others’ faces.
His whiskers ached to change form, his fingers felt claws sprouting as the melee surrounded him and his opponent on the north stairs, yet Farrigus resisted. He hissed as his longblade twirled in constant feint, then slashed diagonal at Alexei. It was blocked with a ready broadsword. His dagger slashed low, then high, then stabbed into the swordarm of his adversary. Before he could purr or smile, the shield cracked his face and knocked him to his knees. Then a hard boot resounded the pain in his face and took his patch off with the blow. 
Alexei dove his broadsword down to finish the man that had cut him, but his blade met stone as his opponent rolled under the attack. Suddenly, the man was ferocious. His white eye covered in scars now revealed, the other looked green and feline in shape, and his skin darkened with fur. The blades came fast, too fast for a human to unleash. The lord of Southwind parried the longblade twice with his shield, then blocked the dagger, and then parried another two slashes of steel with his sword. He could not counter, could not riposte, the assault was too fast. Back up the stairs he went, his men in desperate battle, yet he had no choice. Step by stair, he withdrew under the blurring blades he barely defended against. He was on the catwalk, fell to one knee near the battlements overlooking the castle, and the steel kept coming closer.
Farrigus knew he had him, he backed up one quick step, fighting the change in the night, and lunged at his exhausted and kneeling foe. His shield arm was low and tired, his swordarm bleeding, this lord was finished. He felt his teeth elongate as it was time for the kill. He leapt, blades in perfect lunge, yet a sudden broadsword crosscut them away. Then a shield raised under his chin, and over the edge he went. 
Alexei T’vellon grinned at his little ruse, then felt his shield strap tighten. He looked, claws hung onto his shield, then pulled him over the wall. Falling, struggling with a man that was now covered in black fur and sprouting a tail, he fell thirty feet down. His arm locked with the dagger, his broadsword disarmed the longblade, and he held on to the man as the world whipped toward them. He passed ladders with dead men upon them, arrows flew by and fires colored the night sky in orange, then he hit bottom.
Sploosh!
Moments went by, only his gurgling made noise. For those few moments, he felt peace and quiet from his battle weary mind. His chest ached, and Alexei crawled and struggled over sunken bodies and wooden spikes. His enemy was nowhere in the dark waters, he did not care, his only ally was air right now. He reached up, grabbing a boot, and pulled another corpse to the depths. Then another, and finally there was air. He gasped as quietly as he could, climbed through the mud, and then to his feet. His blade still in hand, bleeding from his arm, he looked around to see where his foe was. He saw him, but it was not him anymore.
Farrigus paced the moat from the castle side, his urges to finish this lord were strong, yet his instincts would not let him clear the water. His enemy was on the outside of the water, just twenty feet, but his body would not let him cross it. He looked for a way around, but the bridges were up, the enemy siege bridges sunk, and he would have to go around south to get across. Fear prevented him, an instinct he could not overcome. He hissed and roared, glared with his feline eye and pale dead eye at Alexei of Southwind, then ran to the south to find his way across, and to kill him.
The Lord of Southwind headed south as well, knowing it was his only way in. He looked to the ladders, most aflame or broken, the others made him an easy mark for archers. He ran to the south of Valhirst Castle, to rejoin the hopeless battle inside. He thought of his father, Arlinne, and smiled. He knew it was what he would have done. Ogre or troll, panthers or shapeshifters, a Lord of Southwind fears nothing more than defeat. So, he ran harder, because this surely looked like defeat, if ever he saw it.
The bodies moaned, so close to death as they lay dying in the blood and mud outside Valhera Castle. Alexei kept running, gathering no men to his side, as there were none to be seen besides the enemy or those locked in desperate combat. To the south, right as he went to turn past the rubble of broken stone that littered the only open gate, something caught his eye in the dark. Several somethings.
He saw a black robed woman across a horse, Kendrynn Shilde at the reins, turning and veering to get past soldiers and circling panthers. Arrows stuck out from he and Aelaine, even the steed. Past them, barely vivible with the low light of flames dwindling on the field, he saw someone sneaking east through the trees and hills. He saw a white tabard with a feathered cross, one of his men helping someone walk. Alexei squinted more, he saw Lavress Tilaniun in the moonlit shadows, helping the same ragged man with his knight. They headed northwest, while Kendrynn and Aelaine were trying to go southwest. He paused, they had rescued the prince, he was shocked.
The lord, like his father before him, felt what he must do. He knew it was the prince they had, the only heir. With the forces on the field, they would not make it an hour in their flight for survival, not without help. Or, without a distraction. He fought his desire to fight for his king, and concentrated on saving his future king. Alexei looked to a horse laying on the field, it was cut across the face and had an arrow in its side, yet it was alive. He grabbed the reins and helped it up. 
“Easy girl, easy.” He rubbed the bloody mare’s face, then picked up a Chazzrynn banner. He looked north as he mounted the skittery steed. North was quiet, it was empty, and it had plenty of room to run. He raised his blade as blood ran down his arm and ribs.
“I am Alexei T’Vellon, Lord of Southwind Keep! Long live King Mikhail, true king of Chazzrynn! I challenge any man to try and match steel with me!”
He yelled as if it were the last breath he may ever take. He yelled for his kingdom, his rulers, and for the survival of a chance that some may live. To his hopes, he attracted much attention. Just as he whipped the reins, archers pointed and began to fire. Panthers raised their heads, growled, and started to give chase. Soldiers hunting in platoons for stragglers locked outside the castle, charged and yelled for his blood, the hunt had begun. 
His mare charged north and east, leading the forces outside the castle away from Aelaine Lazlette and Captain Shilde, away from the two brave men who had rescued Prince Bryant, and away from a battle that he desperately wished to rejoin. Alexei looked back in the glimmering night, hundreds on his trail now, and he sped faster north. Screams for mercy issued in the night breeze, swords clashed with shields, and many men were dying or dead. Thousands already ceased their breaths, and Alexei T’Vellon heard the enemy coming for him, and this time, he was alone.
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Falling, both of them, their spells of levitation head been dismissed by the wizards inside Southwind Keep. They had been caught off guard, surprised, and now their sure victory was a maddening array of explosive magical defeat. At the last moment, Vanessa Blackflame and Eliah Shendrynn unleashed arcane forces that stopped their freefall, and they hovered inches above the ground.
They could see nothing, nothing hopeful on the field of battle before them. Blasts continued to rain in every direction, ogre forces were scattered and retreating from the keep. Trolls were screeching and attacking the ogre. Avegarne was dragging three green savages with him as he fled. Mun Parr was on foot, her servants carrying her throne had been butchered by ogre soldiers. Troll and ogre fought each other, seemingly under a vicious enchantment, and those that did resist and approach Southwind were decimated by arrows and conjured fires.
“Class of three forty six, give them another storm of ice and hail!” 
Vanessa heard the command, followed by a massive cooperative summoning that covered the field in a bombardment of freezing projectiles. She tried to stop it, but all she could manage against so many channels was to get a barrier of force over her head. Eliah did the same. The chunks of ice pummeled their barriers, forcing them closer to the ground.
“Three hundred forty seven, shower the wet field with sparks!”
Another command echoed from the west, and the dazzling sizzle of electrified field flashed with the falling of countless ogre and trolls. Eliah lifted up, high into the air, just out of reach from the grasping electrical storm. Vanessa was not as lucky.
Her mind raced with sudden terror. She was back on the bridge in Valhirst, the lightning had struck her face again, and Vanessa froze. All her skills as Sapphire of the East, her deadly training with the blade, even her confident ability with the arcane was nullified. Flashbacks of her face being burned by the power of Gwenneth Lazlette, recalling the blast and the shock, she lay on the wet field as jolts of electricity caused her to spasm and cry. Soon, she covered her face and curled into the fetal position as the armies of ogre and troll fled and died.
Eliah looked down to her, there was nothing touching her, no spell nor source of pain. Yet, she was rubbing her face, sobbing and squirming as if she were being killed a thousand times over. He, Salah Cam in control of the body, looked at the battle. There was no battle. Ahead were the walls of Southwind and Elcram, and nothing of their forces tried to get through. To his right, ogre bodies by the hundreds, burned and charred and dead. His head turned left, ogre fleeing with their king, trolls fighting them, and complete chaos. Merciless flames still lobbed from the walls, dozens every moment, incinerating the trolls that tried to regrow and stand. It was over, it was a trap, and they had no army left.
Kill her, with my sword, and surrender yourself to these wizards. Then, they will get you out of my body…
Eliah was yelling in his head as Salah Cam stood dumbfounded on the field, in the middle of carnage, but over his scarred beauty.
“No, we need to retreat, with her.” Salah Cam spoke outloud. His voice was stronger, he maintained control. Their allies grew less, soon they would be the only living beings on the field, soon they would be captured.
Turn yourself in, they can reverse what you have done to us…
“I have no body, remember? It is in that chasm, so the only thing left to do, is get rid of you, Eliah Shendrynn. But I will work on that with her, not alone.” Salah Cam picked up the twitching body of Vanessa, and began to float west. He cared not for the deals with Johnas Valhera. He cared not for Eliah, only his body. Yet for some reason, he felt something for the scarred Caberran girl.
You are thinking with my loins, not your own. Yours rotted off long ago, fiend. Get out of my body! Take off that ring, get out! Get out now…
“Never.” 
The cheers went loud, young cheers, few for such a battle. Yet Salah knew that without the armies of Avegarne and Mun Parr, they had no chance to regroup nor stay. He had sensed nothing, seen nothing of the sort with his vision, yet it happened. Floating above the ground, higher into the night sky, Salah Cam, in the possessed bdy of Eliah Shendrynn, carried Vanessa Blackflame to the safety of the Western Wastes. 
Take off that ring! Let me have my body, bastard, take off the ring…
Vanessa was awake, then asleep, then back into a strange floating dream. The white moon was large and near full, the green moon a massive crescent, and the stars were out. She was in pain, yet did not know why. She was flying into the star filled sky, carried by a handsome highborne elf. No patriarch Johnas to demand of her, no Balric to question her love, and nothing to lie or betray about. For this moment, nearing the outskirts of Arouland high above the ground, she felt peace. She heard voices, voices calling to her. Muffled at first, then stronger. Each time Eliah looked at her, she closed her eyes, she wanted this moment of serenity to last forever.
She smiled, the voice knew she was awake, but Eliah did not. It told her sweet things, many things, and made promises. It was faint, but she could make out the words now. It was him now, his heart talking to hers perhaps, the only person besides Balric D’Vrelle that had a care in the world for her. She smiled, and did as he asked, his heart to hers. Vanessa knew that he was talking to her, even though his eyes looked ahead at the ruins. It was beautiful, the things he said to her.
Take my ring, take my platinum ring off, you may keep it. I will wed you oneday, and make you my queen, Vanessa. Take it off, sweet Caberran rose, my brown eyed goddess, take it…
“Yes? Yes I will.” She felt her age again, young and innocent, forgetting all of her past and her position in the White Spider. Just as they landed toward the ground at skyborn journey’s end, in front of the ruins, Vanessa took off the ring from the hand of Eliah Shendrynn.
“What did you say, what, what are you doing!?” Salah Cam felt it, something pushing him out of the body, he felt Vanessa touching his hand. Then, he felt nothing but a rush of pain. The body fell to the ground, hit hard, and Vanessa rolled over and over onto her back.
“Nooooooo!!!” 
Black clouds erupted from the face and mouth of her highborne rescuer. Shimmering skulls of wicked gleams and a thousand ghosts poured from his body onto the ground. Thunder from nowhere boomed, the sky darkened with clouds that grew from nothing, and the earth was trembling with anger as the spirits dove into the cracks and crevices and out of sight.
“Thank you, and farewell Vanessa. Enjoy your fate.” Eliah Shendrynn stood, smiled, and vanished with arcane teleportation. A small flicker of purple dust settled to where he once had been. He was gone.
Still confused, she stood, ring in hand. Vanessa looked around the empty ruins that shook in the night. Her scimitar was out in a flash as something broke the ground behind her, something large. Then ahead of her, and then on all sides it trembled and shook as many things ripped up through the very earth. 
Shadows grew, like giant snakes from a horrible nightmare, and they came closer. She tried to magically vanish herself from her spot in between them all, yet her spell was disrupted by a strange whisper. The tentacles grew closer, it was no dream. As thick as castle towers, black and sickly gray with slime, the writhing behemoth tentacles encircled her. They did not touch her, just curled and moved to surround her, three of them, and they whispered yet had no mouths. They saw her, yet had no eyes. 
Come with me, my scarred beauty, I am below now…come with me…Do not make me take you by force…
It was a voice she had heard before. Raspy, old, it was Salah Cam. The tentacles could crush her in a moment, she knew, and she was alone. One of them wiggled and flattened a bit, and edged toward her feet. Vanessa felt a tear come to her eye, yet she held back. She had no choice. 
Sapphire of the East sheathed her scimitar, and stepped onto the grotesque appendage, her boots sinking in a bit to the soft wet flesh. It flattened more, curled up around her as if to make a chair out if its tip in which for her to sit. She sat, her robes already wet, now covered with a film of slime. The tentacle, like the others, withdrew into the earth, slowly, and all went dark. 
Such wonders I must show you, Vanessa, such things you will want to see. Below here lies power the likes you have never dreamed. And now, it is mine, all mine…you will see and stay with me as my apprentice, forever…
 The whispering words of Salah Cam finally overpowered her resistance. The tear fell onto her scarred cheek. She felt her magic would not get past the forces around her, there was nowhere to run, and nothing to do but wait. Vanessa watched as the dark tunnel opened into an orange light. Closer, then lower, the tentacles had no end it seemed. Deep under Arouland she went, to a place with no stairs, to where she would never be found. 
She stifled a scream, and closed her eyes. For a moment, as she passed out of the underground tunnel, she thought she saw the rotted face of Salah Cam. It looked massive, like a giant gray and black mound of flesh in the bottom of a fiery pit surrounded by flowing lava. She thought she had seen hundreds of tentacles, of every size, some thousands of feet long sprouting from this face that was as large as a palace. 
“This is not real, just an illusion, it’s not real Vanessa.” She opened her eyes after speaking to herself aloud.
“No, it is all too real…come to me…” The corrupted necrotic mass that looked as Salah Cam smiled, and spoke with its mouth of hundreds of feet in width, deep in the pit. The tentacle brought her lower, closer, and then she screamed like there was no tomorrow.
“Do not be afraid of me, Vanessa.” Salah Cam winked with his black eye he had formed in this ancient creature that he now was a part of. His body had been very busy, corrupting this titan of the deep places the past few weeks. It was as if it wanted his spirit, a conscience, it craved the completion. So, he did what any old necromancer without a body would have. Now, he was it, it was him, there was no arcane bond or trick here. “I will need you for many things, I am not going to consume you.”
The mouth that spoke right below her had teeth as large as bridges, the tentacle held her right above it, and she was paralyzed with fear of being eaten. She trembled, pushed back with her feet, but there was nowhere to go besides an endless lake of slime that was burning with orange flames on the surface.
“You, you are not going to kill me?” She stuttered.
“Not unless you disobey me. Ha ha ha ha…ha, ha!!!!” Salah Cam laughed so hard that chunks of rock fell from his echoes, the underground sea of flame sloshed with the vibration of his words, and he curled his massive appendages in delight. He was but a thing of flesh with tentacles and a face, no arms, no legs, not even a head or neck. Yet in all his old ages of searching for eternity darkly, he had never felt so young and powerful.
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Johnas blocked the broadsword with his slender shield, yet he felt the blow even in his armored forearm. The blade of his uncle slashed overhead, a weak feint, and then turned to a backhanded cut. Johnas parried with his longblade, riposted with a lunge, then marched the king back with slashes and attacks directed toward his swordarm. Mikhail was tired, slowing, he saw it. He also saw the emotional victory, already taking place in the hearts of his enemy.
Lord Corey and Lord Burraine were dead, Sir Jallan of Hurne had surrendered, and Lord Dimitri of Addisonia had been captured. General Fandruss of Loucas was on a bloody knee, surrounded by fifty men, alone and without a blade. He had killed Lord Unarvin the traitor, bravely on the field, yet Johnas cared not. The panthers of Farrigus had done their work, obliterating in grotesque savagery the Vallakazz forces. The prince knew they had retreated or been killed, no sign of Shilde nor Lazlette. 
The worst blow however, was when the men of Chazzrynn saw Lord Alexei T’vellon of Southwind fall from the north wall. Now less than three hundred men, led by Marcus Mederris and King Mikhail Salganat, were surrounded by nearly two legions. His gates were closed, his men were finishing the bloody battle in the courtyard, and he had more soldiers scouting the surrounding area for any enemy survivors. Johnas fought his own grin, knowing he had Bryant as well, and the kingdom was as good as his. He tried not to stare at the crown atop the helm of the man he fought at this moment.
Mikhail swung low, spun with his shield to smash Johnas in the face, then twirled his broadsword in a turn to take his head. He stumbled forward, his shield caught but air, and his blade was parried. His breaths came in heaving gasps, hours of battle had taken their toll. The king ducked the longsword, then blocked another attack with his falcon crested shield, then countered and regained his footing. His blade met the shield of Johnas, then he roared in pain.
Johnas Valhera stepped back after he had cut the hand of his uncle, he waited for that anger filled counterattack. It came, twice, then four times he backed up and avoided each attack as the king swung wildly and bled the ground. The prince waited, then stepped up fast with an underhanded swing that knocked the broadsword high. Then he raised his shield, stepping up close, face to face, his green eyes inches from Mikhail’s blue angry glare. Johnas spun as his uncle’s blade came down on his shield. He saw Mikhail raise his own shield high to protect his neck, and then Johnas spun low in stead of high. His longsword went under the shield at the completion of his turn full circle, and cut deep and wide, across the waist of king Mikhail. 
Before Mikhail could even see the mortal wound, his arms went low on instinct, feeling the rush of blood down his legs. Then his felt steel pierce his chest, right below his collarbone, on his right side. His air let out, his muscles tightened, and he fell to the ground as the blade pulled free from his body. He kept one hand on his split abdomen, and the other reached for his crown before it rolled too far from his head. His fingers touched it, yet it was picked up by Johnas Valhera.
“That would be mine, uncle.” Johnas held the crown in his hand, then kicked Mikhail in the stomach as he squirmed for a dagger from his belt. Johnas knelt and whispered to the former king. “Well fought, and entertaining to say the least. Stay with me now, we are not done yet.”
Johnas Valhera stood up, lifted his arm high with the crown of Chazzrynn, then raised his bloody longsword to the night sky aglow with fires and torches from every corner. His eyes caught Mikhail still reaching a trembling hand for his bloody belt, the dagger was freed. He stepped on it, then slid it with a shuffling kick across the cobblestone. 
“Your king is dead, your army is defeated, surrender and you may receive the kings’ mercy!” He yelled it over the remaining melee, like a lion released from a cage. Johnas placed the crown on his head as his men, beasts, and masked agents, cheered into the dark and crimson stained courtyards of Castle Valhera.
“Hail! Hail! Hail!”
“Your rule…will not…last…someone…will kill you…” Mikhail felt his body growing cold, his blood was warm though, as it drained to the stone.
“Doubtful. Still, stay alive Mikhail. I want you to see your only son hang from my walls before I take your head.” Johnas smiled and wiped his blade with his cape.
The men of Valhirst took prisoners, disarmed the few remaining men, and secured the castle. General Fandruss, Marcus Mederris, Sir Jallan, and Lord Dimitri were marched past the now shivering Mikhail Salganat. They fought to be free, to have a word, to even die by his side. All they saw was their king reach his trembling fingers toward them, as if trying to touch them, yet he did not speak and they were carried off by their captors. They spat at Johnas Valhera as they passed, and in turn they received a brutal escort to the prisons below Valhirst.
“Bring me the heir prince, bring me Bryant Salaganat, and some rope!” The new king of Chazzrynn smiled as the cheers for more death, for the passing of power, and for his new kingdom to wash away the old issued into the dark above.
“Lord of Heaven…He who sacrificed all for man…kind, take me with honor…and protect…my son…Alden…my dying…wish…to die…well…without…fear…Amen…” Mikhail was whispering, but not by choice. His lung punctured, his body failing, his words came out low and raspy as his heart drummed slower and slower. The sign of the cross, from a blood covered trembling hand was made. He stared at the keep, where his men had been taken, sure he would see his beautiful boy brought before him soon. King or not, his tears fell at the thought of his son dying. No father ever wished to witness such things.
“Pray all you like, Mikhail, it is over. It is meant to be, or your pathetic faith in God would have done something by now.”
Agents in black came from the keep, carrying a body that struggled and screamed in pain. Johnas smiled as he watched them march fast toward him. He heard Mikhail moan, heard his tears, and he smiled more. Two masked assassins rushed ahead to speak, Crimson of the North was walking behind them.
“News from the field, we have all the captains?”
“No, yourrr grrrace. The Lord of Southwind has escaped north, the remnants of Vallakazz to the west. I need my men, and some of yourrrs to hunt them down.” Farrigus purred and kept his distance, he knew what the agents had seen below.
“Granted. Alexei T’Vellon first, I will deal with Vallakazz soon enough. I want our betrayer to hang, that signed agreement of ours nailed to his forehead. Hurry, Crimson of the North, hurry.” Johnas nodded and turned toward the nervous agents waiting to speak.
“Yes, yourrr majesty.” Crimson of the North needed no prod to get him out of Castle Valhera, he knew to stay far away for now. Changing into a large panther once more, he sprinted on all fours out the south gates, heading north, half a legion of cats and soldiers following.
“Prince Johnas, there is something you need to----“
“That is King Johnas Valhera, your majesty, I dare say, unless you have forgotten recent events. String up Bryant there, in front of his father, quickly now, before he expires.” Johnas was alive with wicked energy, yet the screaming youth did not sound like Bryant, and there was a loud hum coming from the keep. His smile fell to a serious expression.
“This is not prince Bryant, your majesty, it is Oggidan Chilar. He is badly cut, and Vermillion of the South is---“
“Where is the heir prince?! Where is Vermillion?!” Johnas grabbed the agent and put his blade across the man’s neck.
“Your majesty, the heir prince is gone. An elf and a knight of Southwind had him, and escaped to the waters, your sword, the curvy one, is buried in the mouth of Vermillion and it is making a loud---“
Johnas sliced the agents’ throat, then took his head off with one vicious backstroke of his longsword. Blood showered his face, the head fell next to Mikhail, the body slumped and spurted crimson onto the courtyard. Everyone backed away from king Johnas Valhera as he stalked toward the keep, then he stopped and turned.
“Thank you Alden…praise to you and to Heaven…thank you Lord…” Mikhail sobbed, having heard his boy had escaped, he tried to thank Alden for Liogan Andellis and Lavress Tilaniun but the words faded beyond whisper.
Johnas nodded to his men, and dropped his shield. He placed two hands on the hilt of his blade, and marched forward without a word. His soldiers lifted the body of Mikhail Salganat, and placed him chest down over a barrel. They stepped aside as his insides fell out onto the cobblestone, his hand had been holding them in place. They stretched his arms behind his back, then rolled him over so his face stared up at their new king.
“My son will be king…your brother deserved…to die…you..” His words were too hard to project, his breath would not come, yet he smiled.
King Johnas Valhera looked down at Mikhail, and saw his uncle smile a knowing grin up to him. His breaths were short, fluttering, and he was covered in blood from battle. Johnas raised his blade, looked at the bulge in the outstretched neck, and cut down with a clean chop of steel. 
Thump
Thump
The head of Mikhail Salganat rolled toward his feet, grinning, and eyes wide open. Johnas picked up the head by what gray hair remained, and carried it as he stepped toward his castle. 
“Make sure he lives.” Johnas pointed to Oggidan as he passed. “And if anyone interrupts me inside, I will take their head just as you witnessed here.”
No one spoke, no one moved, thousands just watched as their new king walked alone to where the sad humming noise and eerie green light was coming from. His shadows were huge, his head was low, and the he spoke to no one. King Johnas Valhera disappeared into the darkness of his keep, the remains of his enemy in his hand, and the crown of Chazzrynn resting on his head. He went to see what had become of his brother, and what sorrows he would hear from his mother in the blade. Johnas hoped that she had not taken Jehrale inside the emerald, to be with her, for that could never be undone.
 



Exodus IV:IV
Temple of Haddius, Ruins of Mooncrest
One by one, the five companions awoke. No sound of crashing waves, no tumult of storms echoed, and the mist of the underground aquatic temple was motionless on either side of the stone dais and bridge. Blue light from below the sea shone as daylight and the waters were parted for them. A stone set of stairs led off the north of the platform, deep stairs descended, and at the end was an open door of silver steel and sapphire gems. 
“What happened, how long have we been asleep?” James looked at the green column and the chain. He glanced around, but there was no Haddius.
“I am not sure, but that was actual sleep, for which I have not felt in a long time. Deep sleep indeed.” Shinayne yawned politely.
“What happened, elf? How did you free him?” Saberrak snorted, knowing it had been something she did, he did not understand it.
“Elven secrets my horned friend.” She smiled, recalling that she was dancing in blade and step with a forgotten God before the sleep took them.
“It was most impressive Shinayne, wasn’t it, men?” Gwenneth commented and looked around, the nods and stares came slowly from the rising companions.
“So, how did it happen, where did Haddius go, what now?” James was confused, partially not awake yet and still in mild disbelief of what he thought had happened.
“Dunno, but I feel better than if I’d rested a month straight. We just freed a Carician immortal, me thinks anyway. What is that there then?” Azenairk Thalanaxe pointed to a set of floating keys and picked them up. Eleven keys, silver they were, with symbols adorning their heads and a silver ring through them. 
He saw the hammer and moons and lifted it up “Vundren, this one be for certain. Likely to his holy temple.”
James pointed to the feathered cross key. “Alden.”
Saberrak stood and looked as Zen held up the next one, a fist with a crescent in its grip. “Annar.”
“Megos.” The minotaur continued, as if he had studied them his whole life. He nodded at the hand with a moon key.
“Vasentanessa.” He said to the key with a pair of moons with snakes intertwined.
“Siril.” Shinayne interjected as the dwarf raised the next key up, a crescent moon with stars connecting the points.
Saberrak huffed. “Solumet and Haddius.” As he looked to the moon with sun like flames all around and a moon with waves on one half.
“Seirena.” James spoke, without realizing it, toward the moon with a leaf inside of it surrounded in vines.
No one spoke when Zen held up the last two keys. One with a triangle of vines that was empty on the inside, the other was a pair of overlapping moons with two feminine eyes staring back. No one spoke, just looked with puzzled expressions. He looked to Gwenneth who had been silent the whole time. “Ideas on who this be then, Gwenne?”
“No, but I have seen that symbol before. The triangle of vines, I know I saw it in Vallakazz, it was on the shoulderplates of Angeline Berren, the bodyguard of professor Middir of Kivanis. But I do not know what it means.” Gwenneth breathed in the air, fresh and moist, as if she were breathing atop a mountain yet drinking fresh spring water at the same time.
“The other is for She that has no name, I can feel it. It is like I have a memory that is not mine, yet it is an empty stolen spot in my head.” Saberrak knew of it, just not in words, and he cared not for the twisted memories he had inherited.
“Well, these be the eleven keys to the ten temples, don’t know what the other one is for then. Maybe we missed one.”
“No, we just have not seen it. These are gifts from my broth…from Haddius. Put them away, keep them safe. He has parted the waters for us, to a secret passage below his temple. Let’s go.” Saberrak huffed and flared his nostrils. He did not know how he knew these things so readily, but he did. The accepting stares of his friends, even from Gwenneth, reassured him that he was not insane.
Zen tucked the ring of eleven keys into his pack, readied his shield and warhammer, and walked up with the gray minotaur. “No argument here.”
Shinayne sheathed her blades and handed James his broadsword from the stone where it had fallen. Gwenneth hovered with her staff in hand, and the five went down the stairs as the still waters of an underground sea stood parted by an unseen force. The blue light faded, the tunnel below was dark and dry, and it went on forever it seemed.
An hour passed, only the echoes of their march made noise. Suddenly, after a twist to the left, then the right, a set of stairs came into view. Yellow stone, sandstone with decorated engravings and words, and a golden door tall enough for someone much larger than the minotaur was at the end of the inclining steps. The door now in front of them, closed and sealed, the five friends looked to the ancient writing engraved in the gold.
“Virnu ninar?” Zen commented as he read the words in dwarven. He felt the gold, it was solid, and so were the words written in powdered ruby. “Means first born son, what ye’ think?”
“I think you should use the key of Solumet, firstborn Carician.” Saberrak rubbed his horns then drew his axes. He heard James and Shinayne ready their blades as well, then they all stood to the sides of the door.
“Oh, aye. Ye’ mean the keys ye’ told me to put away for another time then? Allright.” Zen shot a glance up to the tattoed warrior. He set down his shield, then his hammer, took his pack off, and got out the keyring. He packed back up, but showed the keys to Saberrak. The dwarven priest received a blow of air, a snort of understanding, then he went toward the lock above the handle.
Azenairk placed the key into the hole, a flash of blue light erupted from the door, and as he pushed he looked to his hand. The key was not in the lock anymore, yet he had not taken it out. Gray light blinded them all momentarily, as it poured through the opening passage. He looked out, the other side of the door was rough sandstone, as were the walls. In fact, there were no walls, the door was built into the side of a sandstone rock face, hidden from the outside world. The last Thalanaxe stepped out, placing the keys through his belt, and shielded his eyes. He was on a road, a rough path, a quarter way up the mythical Kaki Mountains. He teared in the corner of his eyes, but it did not stop his momentum upward, for he saw a set of doors half a mile up and ahead, near the peaks. 
“Kakisteele!”
“Zen, wait!” Shinayne chased after, knowing this was far too dangerous place to go running off alone. He did not listen, or did not care, and the highborne elf went after him.
“Do you see what I see?” James Andellis looked out over Mooncrest, the ruined city lay before him, now to the north. He was nearly one hundred feet up the side of the Kaki Mountains, staring out across the temples, the palaces, the green and gray marble tower, the ruined outpost was but a dot on the horizon. “It is beautiful.”
“Indeed.” Gwenneth walked beside him, head turning from left to right, eyes unblinking. She saw a black spot above in the mountains, like melted volcanic rock. She thought of the temple to the Goddess with no name, then kept her wandering eyes moving. There were castles above in the peaks, yet now they were right overhead, looming like ancient lions ready to pounce. The bronze domed palace with a forged crescent moon rising high caught the faintest glimmer of light, as if the sun were trying to break the cursed clouds. 
“I’ll leave you two alone.” Saberrak chuckled in his bovine way, passing the couple gazing across Mooncrest.
James looked confused, then suddenly realized Gwenneth’s hair was on his shoulder, the two were standing very close. His hand, just the little finger actually, grazed hers. Gwenne’s hand swept back across his, her cheek ever so faintly resting on his shoulder. The winds of the storm were barely a breeze that circled out of habit, but no one seemed to notice the lack of the unstoppable gale during the gray daylight. Her black hair whisked gently across James’ face, yet he dared not move, not this time. She let her hand open, just a bit, and his fit nicely and slowly inside. 
The shouting, half a mile up, startled them both. Her hand pulled away, as did his, neither doing more than some quick eye contact and blushing as they heard Azenairk yell and yell, and it echoed across the mountains and ruins.
“By Vundren! By His holy beard and hammer and the grace of the moons! I am here, tell them we made it father! I stand in the Kaki Mountains Mum, tell Papi and Tad and Gead! The last Thalanaxe is here, at the doors to Kakisteele! Just like I promised ye’!”
Shinayne stood over Zen as he stared up at the golden double doors. He was on his knees, one hand in the air, the other holding his iron box. He was trembling as tears ran down his smiling face and into his black beard. Her dwarven was not all too well studied, yet she made out the letters and wording above the closed passage as if it were her native tongue. 
“Kakisteele.” That was all it said, curved dwarven letters etched with ruby dust, above golden doors. Shinayne put her hand on Azenairk’s shoulder, then Saberrak put his hand on hers. James and Gwenne came minutes later, but no one spoke, just smiled. The plateau here was massive, there was enough room for half a legion right outside the doors to the fabled mines of dwarven legend. They watched, smiling, as their friend raised his arms in victory.
Deep breaths came in and out, Zen was trying to calm himself as best he could. He thought of his family, all of it, racing through his mind like an untamed stallion. Carefully, he picked up the old rusty key, it was as big as his hand. He stood, wiped his sweating brow, and walked toward the doors no dwarf had touched in two thousand years. Doors no dwarf believed existed either, and for most of his life, neither had he. His brown eyes looked to the handles, gave a tug, and smiled as they expectedly held firm. The hammer and moons of Vundren were on each door, and for all the things he had seen in his travels, nothing prepared him for actually placing the old key into the lock. 
Eyes closed, Azenairk Thalanaxe placed the key into the lock, turned, and pulled. It was hard, heavy, he put a second hand on it. Still tight, yet with all his strength, it moved an inch. No one helped, and he was thankful for it, then slowly he backed up with the ancient golden door pulled wide. He moved to the other, did the same, and his friends stood silent and let him respectfully take his moments. Zen looked at the key, then to the ring of keys, realizing it had the exact same hole through it as the other eleven. It was supposed to be there, he knew it. The iron key of Kakisteele fit onto the ring, and suddenly the rust fell off and it glistened like the others. He closed his eyes and smiled. 
He opened his eyes, just as the hair stood on the necks and arms of everyone.The sky darkened, a black swirl crept the air that was not the previous storm around the ruins. The wind stopped, the air went heavy and stale, and a woman’s voice could be heard from deep in the dark depths of the Kakisteele Mines. They all heard her, the very whisper felt as though it had power.
“Althuz gulfierus todrotos Yjaros ethes Gimmor camfiers altavas de uthgeas zirr. Ethes mowierre ogast jre, Thalanaxe.”
“What did, why is, who said that and what in the hells did it mean?!” Zen scrambled to put away the box, carefully but quick, then grabbed his shield and hammer. He was not afraid of it, he was angry it was in his mines and did not speak dwarven. He walked a few feet inside and stared at the darkness.
“I have never heard that language, but it was creepy indeed, and it looks like we have company.” Shinayne pointed with Carice and Elicras as something, many things, were dropping out of those black clouds into the ruins, perhaps a mile or two north.
“I know what it said, but I am not going to tell you.” Saberrak looked to the strange winged black things that were drifting down, the ones the elf was pointing at.
“I would argue that you do not, as I speak nearly every known tongue, but, you are the chosen one. Another reason I do not worship, their judgement up there is a bit, off.” Gwenne patted Saberrak on the shoulder with her dry remarks. “So, horned one, what language and what did it say?”
“It was Gimmorian, the language of the green moon. How I understand it, I do not know.” Saberrak huffed, he was used to Gwenne’s taunts and jealously guarded intelligence. She hated it if anyone knew something she did not, so he tolerated her comments easily.
“What did it say, Saberrak?” James drew his blade and watched the winged forms start to circle low through the ruins, as if they were hawks on the hunt. Many hawks.
“It said, you have dared betray the immortal laws of God and Gimmor, now you will be judged and burned alive for your blasphemy. I sentence you to die. That’s all.” Saberrak huffed, and walked in . 
“It said me name, minotaur. It said Thalanaxe at the end. Ye’ forgot that part.” He corrected.
“Yes she did, it seems she knows who is coming to kill her.” Saberrak stared down past his tattooes and nose, right at Zen. “Scared?”
“Aye, she had better be scared, scared
o’ me
that is.” Azenairk chuckled, and waved his warhammer for the rest fo follow him.
“That’s what a minotaur likes to hear.” Saberrak huffed, smiling wide, and sniffing the empty air of this forgotten place. He slapped Zen on the back and followed him in.
“Before we go in though, let’s agree to meet down there, the secret door to that water temple place. In case we get separated then.” Zen turned and nodded to the others.
“Agreed. Shall we?” Gwenneth smiled and gestured toward the dark passage.
“Better hurry, those things are getting closer.” James glanced behind them as Shinayne and Gwenne entered. He squinted, just about to sheath his blade, and suddenly they disappeared below the ledge an out of sight, into the ruins. The knight of Southwind peered over the edge of the plateau. “No time, they’re here!”
“Where?” Shinayne was on guard, both blades ready, her stance low.
“Coming up the rock face, flying fast!” 
“What are they?!” Gwenneth focused her arcane energies, making her skin hard as iron.
James went to say it, just as they rose over the edge. Flapping wings beat with their shrieks and howls, their black skin and ruby eyes gave their nature away, as did their barbed tails. Standing as tall as Saberrak, covered in black dripping blood over their emaciated tight flesh, the horde of fanged creatures pointed their smoldering claws at the five that dared enter the cursed mines and screamed in unison.
“Demons, Alden save us, there are hundreds of them.” James saluted with his blade and readied his ancient shield.
“Tandorial demons, to be precise. I have never seen one so big, but they are from the infernal realms of Nirakas, I have dealt---“ Gwenneth was cut off.
“Then button it and send them back to where they came from, wizard!” Saberrak passed by Gwenneth, axes in hand as the mass of black winged and curly horned avians landed on the plateau. 
“This be my set o’ doors, demons! Time for dwarven justice!” Zen ran ahead of Gwenne, slammed his hammer to the stone, and chanted loud as golden light ripped from his presented shield and into a screeching demon. “Vastri uth um davunda!”
Shinayne rolled under the beam of holy light incinerating one after another of the demons and came up between three more. She felt the heat from their claws, their hot breath foul with rot, and crimson flaming eyes with no pupils glared at her. Carice glared back as it cut through its flesh as if it were parchment. Elicras answered to her right, two quick thrusts into another, then she spun. Carice went high, her shortblade low, each cleaving through demonic flesh as ashes erupted and bloody screams echoed off the edge they fell from. Five Tandorial demons felt the swords of the whitemoon take their unholy lives. She cast a quick look to her now shimmering blades, amazed at how easily they cut through these enemies, then continued her grinning dance of steel.
James led with his shield, he felt the claws rake across it, then cut fast horizontal across the top. His hand was ignited with silent blue flame, it inched up the length of his broadsword, and the head of the demon over him fell clean off. Blood of hot black and ash erupted from the neck, showering him and turning his stomach with the smell. James turned to his right, plunging into another, then left and cleaved the arm from a screeching fiend. He spun, blocking the snapping barbed tail of the beast with his shield, and landing his blue glowing steel into its ribs. The demon exploded all over him, forcing him to back up and stifle his rising vomit. Still, the knight of Chazzrynn slashed at his swarm of fiends, his blade taking heads and appendages as more landed on the plateau than they were killing.
Right between twirling Shinayne and withdrawing James, came a hulking gray mass. Saberrak Agrannar lowered his horns, dove into four demons, and ended his roll not ten feet from the edge of a five hundred foot drop to the ruins below. They swarmed him, his scalemail armor raked with claws, he was buried so deep his friends could not tell where he was. 
Snap, pop, screech, crack, sploosh, hiss, shriek, clang, Oohrrooaaahrrr!
Six or more demons launched in every direction with his savage roar, most of them with arms and heads twisted into painful postitions. Saberrak stood in the middle, surrounded by at least ten more, and his greataxes spun round once. First into his right, a brutal chop into black flesh took off a horned head. Then his left swung ahead vertically and cleaved into the chest of another demon, it was impaled. The gladiator cleaved it off below the waist, then used the upper torso on his axe as a club. He began smashing it into more demons until it fell off and disintegrated. More came, and he whipped his arms out at full length, killing two more as he marched to cover James. Another pair charged, their bodies were cut from groin to neck, then beheaded. Three more dove from above, and he jumped up and came down with two more piles of smoldering demon on the edge of each greataxe. The third grabbed hold of his horns, raked his muscled neck, and blood poured out as it burned its claws into gray flesh. Saberrak dropped an axe, grabbed it by the throat, and squeezed so hard the head burst with black gore and fiery blood.
 Zen had four reach him, his warhammer was aglow with the same light he had unleashed with his shield. Blow after blow, while not killing them outright, he stunned them with his attacks and the light that seemed to burn their flesh. As he knocked one back, James finished it with his blade. When one got close, the knight blocked its path and Zen took out its legs with his warhammer. One by one, the dwarf and the knight fought back to back, and held their ground as the unholy bodies mounted around them.
Gwenneth was finally ready, she had chanted the incantation three times perfectly, and as quietly as she could. She had only done this once before, never in combat, and never empowered to affect so many. Three tandorial demons were flying straight for her, having gotten past Shinayne and Saberrak, she had little time. She saw at least one hundred fifty more, swarming above, circling the plateau, trying to find room to land. She smiled wickedly, and her staff flashed green from the emerald.
“Othiortes de manthu vushra vin duarte sembren Nirakas deth tandorial estre!” 
Screams of countless demons in excrutiating pain made everyone stop and cover their ears. The eyes of the fiends burst with black blood, their bodies eroding rapidly with ash, and a deep red swirling glow began to hum and emnate from each of their chests. They fell from the sky, turned to flee, and crawled across the sandstone as fast as they could. It was too late. Their horrid faces showed fear, terror even. Gwenneth’s hair whipped in all directions, her arms raised, and she pointed with her hand as her eyes went white and flashed with her final words.
“Uthartes mog mintarre exilius!”
Suddenly they burst, all of them, into the swirling fires that they had come from. Consumed with arcane banishment to the netherworlds, the demons screamed out at once, and were gone and silent the next moment. Nothing but ash remained, and even that blew away with the winds over Mooncrest. She lowered back to the ground, a trickle of sweat rolling down from her forehead, and she smiled.
Saberrak turned to her, with no enemy to fight, and just stared. James and Zen did the same, in awe at what she had just done. Shinayne smiled back, sheathed her blades, and walked up to Gwenneth.
“I was just starting to have fun there. Nice work, lady of Lazlette. Most impressive.”
“Took you long enough.” Saberrak huffed, then knelt down to let James place his healing hand on his blood pouring neck. 
“By Vundren’s left ear, that was…somethin’.” Azenairk walked past James and Saberrak, noting the blood covered scalemail of the minotaur, and also that it was more blood than any dwarf likely held inside. He shook his head. “Thank ye’ Vundren for giving me such mighty friends.”
James held his hand in place until the cuts were but faint scratches, it took perhaps a minute. He remembered in his youth that something like this would take hours of concentration to heal. He looked up to Gwenneth, smiled, but he was still in mild shock over her powers compared to his own. He shook his head as Saberrak stood, and turned to take one last look to the ruins before they went inside.
“Everyone, how fast can we get those doors shut?” James was walking backwards.
“Why, you see…oh Siril…” Shinayne turned to James and let a small gasp escape her lips. Countless, thousands for certain, more winged forms of black began falling from the black clouds over the ruins as laughter slowly rolled in whispers from deep inside the mines.
They all saw it, no one said anything, and they ran inside as the swarm of flying demons began to cloud the gray skies and block out even the black cloud they had come from. Saberrak and James pulled on the left handle, inching the two foot thick door shut. Zen, Gwenneth, and Shinayne pulled on the right. Grunting, struggling, the left door closed with a slam of golden metal. 
Screeching and shrieks of hellborne creatures rose over the plateau, then all went dark. The light of the cursed place was blocked, and the five pulled together on the right door as nothing but countless red flaming eyes shone outside. 
Slam!
The doors were closed, the handles on the inside pulled tight. Saberrak breathed out finally, in the black of this place, he could hear his friends breathing but saw nothing. 
Scrape, smack, smack, shriek, hiss, smack…
“Light, we need light Gwenneth!” Zen shouted.
The entry chamber glowed with bright green from her emerald atop the staff of Imoch. They backed up from the door, hearing the horde of Tandorial demons assault it. Then they looked to the ground.
Scrape, scrape..
Hair by hair, inch by inch, the doors were being pulled open. They all lurched ahead and grabbed the handles once more, pulling against the demons on the other side. 
“Who puts handles on each side o’ a blasted door then!” Zen looked around, and saw fitted platinum shelves up above his head. He turned, looking for the bar that would set inside.
“Dwarves, dwarves would be my guess.” Shinayne struggled, trying to hold the doors closed, then she was shoved aside.
Saberrak pushed Zen and James back as well, dropped his axes, and growled. His eyes were glowing blue with faint flickers of flame. He wrapped his forearms into each handle, one on the right, one on the left. Every muscle in his body heaved, bulged, and he lowered his horns. The minotaur kicked his feet down hard, then arched his back with an intense jerk, then again, then threw his head and horns back and roared.
Slam!
His arms were trembling, holding the doors shut as claws reached the gaps, and demons untold pulled against him. “Get…the…bar…and…lock..it..soon!”
James and Zen scrambled, Gwenneth and Shinayne searched their surroundings, and spotted a massive bar of solid platinum. It was twelve feet long, a foot thick, and leaning against a rock wall. 
Crunch, crunch…
“Oh Vundren, help me now, don’t be doin that.” Zen tried not to look as they stepped. Bones and skulls he surmised, likely of ancient dead dwarves crumbling underfoot. 
They grabbed each end, two to a side, yet it was too heavy. Gwenneth backed up, leaving the three to struggle with dragging it slowly to the doors.
“Hivalsh, uthumbra, divaste!” She pointed her hand, and the platinum bar rose and shook. Her hand shook, it was heavy indeed. Foot by foot, it levitated through the air, as the elf, the dwarf, and the knight assisted and guided it toward the hanging shelves. Saberrak ducked under it, the doors open two inches, and claws began to reach for him. Then arms, the smoldering fingers scraping his scale armor, and their breath was pouring through and fouling the air.
“Hurry…can’t…hold…it…” The doors pushed and Saberrak pushed back with all his might. Then he rolled back to get his axes from the floor, sure that a thousand demons would be ontop of them right now.
Slam!
The bar fell into place, on both doors, and the slamming barely moved them a hair. A few tugs to no avail let them know their was no way for the horde to come through. They all collapsed onto their backsides, finally taking breaths that were not hurried. The demons continued to assault the doors to Kakisteele for a few minutes more, then it stopped.
Their eyes opened, one by one, and the five sat silently staring into the green lit cavern. The celings were high, groomed with decorative etchings, over fifty feet up into the mountains. They looked over to the south, where they had found the bar, had heard the bones break under their boots, and they all stood as they now saw the source. No piles of dwarven soldiers, no remnants of war long past, it was the remains of something else that had their attention.
“Is that?” James whispered as he walked closer. 
“Yes, yes it is.” Shinayne knelt low and touched the skull.
Her hand caressed the ancient bones of a dragon, stretching farther than the green light carried, its pose was that of a resting magnificent creature. Forearms crossed over, head laying atop of them, wings folded far behind. It had been the claws and finger bones they had stepped on.
Saberrak walked up with Zen and Gwenneth, admiring the massive length of the long dead dragon. He saw dust on the floor around it, patterned as scales, and his feet scattered it as he walked. He followed the bones down, the passage was declinging slowly, and not a single track in the dust could be seen. He smelled nothing here, and nothing moved nor made noise. 
“Ansharr said there was a dragon here, I remember. It looks so peaceful, it does.” Azenairk put his keys back on his belt, felt inside the iron box for the dust, it was there. 
“Door ahead, let’s go.” Saberrak broke the melancholy stares as they all passed by the ancient wyrm of bone and dust. 
Deeper into the dark they walked, quiet as they could, each abreast of one another in the ever widening tunnels. The double doors ahead were closed, yet dwarven words were written upon them. More gold, more dust of precious stones powdered into the words, this time it was emerald.
“Virnu borda, second born son.” Zen looked up to the words, then to Saberrak.
“Siril was the second born of the Caricians.” The minotaur replied.
“Thank ye’, me horned sage.” He took out the keyring, and placed the key with the crescent moon and stars into the lock. Again, a brief flash of peaceful white light emitted from the door. Before he could pull his hand back with the key, he already had without seeing it. The doors creaked open, and they saw light that was not their own somewhere beyond.
First Zen walked in, then Saberrak, and the rest followed. It was not what they expected to see, none of them. A cavern stretched below them as they stood on a balcony of sandstone. It was half a mile deep, twice that wide, and nearly a thousand feet down. Stalagmites and stalactites of yellow and gold grew motionless in many a spot, preserved and untouched. They were as great pillars when they touched one another, forming columns the size of the largest of towers. Flowstone draped the walls on every side, still moist and smooth, and straws of spiked rock hung from the cavern ceiling. 
Stairs on either side of them spiraled down, connecting at small platforms to yet more stairs. Their breath still held, the beauty of what was inside this ancient natural wonder awaited. It was a city, homes by the thousands, smooth rock homes with colored glass windows that sagged with time, and thick wooden doors that curled with antiquity. Lights, greens and blues and golden whites, all shone from eternal spots atop platinum pillars of dwarven craft. It was too much to take in with a glance from so high, but they tried.
“No, by Vundren, no.” Zen whispered in a sorrowful tone, seeing a black spot in the center. It may have been a temple, perhaps a shrine or dwarven castle, but now it was something black and dark. He saw spears, many, many steel spears, planted into the stone floor. Only a few still held their victims, skeletons that had once been impaled from end through end, dwarven victims. But below the spears, on the floor, were piles of black bones, a small mountain of the long dead people of Kakisteele. 
As he ran toward the stairs, he could not take his eyes off the horrific scene. He saw a stone slab, not of sandstone, but of dark gray rock with words not in dwarven. He saw a symbol, a triangle with three eyes inside. He saw a banner, not unfurreled, yet he knew it held the three dragons of Altestan, he just knew. Azenairk neared the bottom, closer as he ran down old steps of his ancestors, and he could see the skeletons. Some large dwarves, some not so big, and some were tiny indeed. All dwarves, all long dead.
“Bastards! Rotten bastards!” He yelled it into the city, he heard his friends right behind him, through the streets he kept his pace, hoping when he arrived it would not be so. His hopes were not granted.
Past the great columns, around stalagmites from forgotten ages, and down streets of sandstone bricks, Zen ran. He stopped, falling into a slow walk, then slower steps, and he dropped to his knees. 
Shinayne and Saberrak rounded the corner first, slowing as well, then Gwenneth and James appeared behind them. They saw Azenairk, face down, trying not to look at what was before him. They saw it. The hundreds of steel spears that were driven into the stone, nearly ten feet tall they were. Only half still had charred bone remains, held up at the top as the tips were buried into the skulls. The rest had fallen, or been taken down and thrown into the pile behind, a mound of thousands of skeletons of black bone and melted metals. It was obvious that they had been executed, murdered in some horrific genocide, and they all hung their heads as their dwarven friend wept on the ground before it.
Saberrak walked over to the odd slab of upright stone with all the words written upon it. He could read it, it was in Altestani, and the symbol of Yjaros was plain to see at the top and bottom.. The flag of the emperors, the three black dragons on white cloth, sat still on a pole behind the slab. The minotaur hung his head.
James and Shinayne put their hands on Zen, trying to help him by letting them know they were there. Gwenneth walked around the spears, curious, as one of the spears had a platinum placard chained to it, but no body, hanging eternally on the spike of steel. It was in dwarven, not Altestani, yet she kept quiet.
“There, there…be children here…and not just…what the hells…children..and me people…why did…” He sobbed, wiping his eyes and trying to breathe through his nose. But every time he looked up, it was too much to endure. “Did anyone…say the prayers at least…give em’ any last rites…or ..no, they were just left…why…who could…do..this…”
His friends did not have answers to those questions, none they would like to say right now anyway. They knew the answers, they had all been told of what happened at Mooncrest and Kakisteele and Tintasarn, long ago when the northern empires destroyed the kingdom of the Crescent Moon. Still, nothing, no words or fancy fables could prepare one, especially a dwarf, for what was here.
“What does it, does it say, Saberrak?” Zen was trying to stand, his fingers pulling on his beard and wiping hard across his face.
“My friend, out of respect for you, I will not read this.”
“Damn it, horned one, I be asking ye’ to tell me. I cannot read it, stop the respect nonsense and by Vundren help me here.” Zen stood and walked forward, hand on his hammer and moons.
“No.” Saberrak huffed and backed away from the stone slab.
“Fine, Gwenneth, read it to me please.” 
Gwenneth looked to Saberrak as he walked away, then to silent James and Shinayne, then to the placard on the spear. “False king and traitor to God, may Mudren Sheldathain suffer the curses eternal for his unclean life.”
Zen looked to the spear placard, chains still holding. He saw the platinum card with the engravings in his native tongue. He hung his head.
“I can read that one, I meant the one there, the slab o’ stone.” He pointed, fighting the tears as he stood next to the only remains of the dwarves of Kakisteele.
“Are you sure you want me to read this?” Gwenneth took a big breath, her eyes watering just a little, for the pain she saw in her friend.
“Aye.”
She traced her fingers along the words, reciting it in her mind as she translated it into Agarian. Another deep breath, and she summoned the courage to read it aloud. 
“By the voice of God, the unfailing piety of the holy emperors three, may the eyes of Yjaros see mankind preserved. It has been found that unclean creatures have polluted this realm, and procreated in number, against the sacred laws of God. These disease ridden things, known as dwarves, have not the Grace to be allowed the air of the Lord. They stand in grave violation of natural law, and are hereby condemned to death. False worship was witnessed, breeding was discovered, and these living blasphemies have even dared to declare themselves a kingdom. Henceforth, they shall be put to the spear and the flame, and removed from this corrupt territory, like the animals they are. This land is deemed infected, and now cursed, the child Arabashiel shall remain to keep the judgements of Gimmor and God intact for all time.” Gwenneth took a deep breath, hearing the sniffles of Zen.
“Was…was that all of it then?”
“No, there is more.”
“Get it over with.”
“As you wish.” Gwenneth paused and read the bottom portion of the slab.
“Praise be to God, may the spirits of these wicked things never reach their false heavens. May their offspring watch as God sees their blood collected. May the heathen women scream as the blood is boiled to ash, and may this race be nevermore. The pagan men shall be silenced, never to visit unto the eyes of the Chosen Men that have inherited the world under God. A curse upon them, a curse upon their deaths, and a curse upon their remains has been invoked by the will of God. Amen.
Prince Admiral Azriid Ka’Joor VII
Third Agarian Executional, 4792 H.I.C.
Azenairk felt anger, not an anger he had ever felt before. This was something else, a rage that he thought would be against Vundren to even dwell upon. He breathed deep, trying to take his eyes off of the genocide before him. He had to make peace with it, it was long ago, he tried to talk to himself. Instead, he felt the urge to pray, to say the last rites of the dwarves of Kakisteele. 
Saberrak and Shinayne stood silent, heads hung as the dwarven hymns began. Gwenneth walked away, not wanting to show her emotions that were roiling inside after the reading. James walked with her, but she turned instead and put her head on his chest and cried. He held her hair, embraced her, and then his blue eyes caught something. He tried to close his eyes, not wanting another interruption. He opened them, no, something was there. James turned his head around.
“Saberrak, Shinayne, we have company.” 
They let their dwarven friend continue his prayers. They looked, and stared in awe. Hundreds of small gray lights shimmered from the outer walls of the cavern. They walked slow, hid behind homes and rock columns, and tried to remain unnoticed. Yet all four not in prayer, caught their motion.
Their ghostly heads peeked from windows, out of old doors left open, and they pulled their ethereal beards in confusion. Hundreds of dwarves, the spirits thereof to be precise, crept round the pile of remains, enchanted with the words they were hearing. There had been no sound in Kakisteele, not beyond what She would command from below, and certainly never a prayer to Vundren. The spirits of the long dead were curious, beyond that even, at how this could be happening.
 



Exodus IV:V
City of Kakisteele              
“To the women of this cursed realm beneath the rock, I condemn your ashes and the ashes of your children to eternal dark damnation. To the men, you will forever walk this silent haunt, and give to me my every wish as you wander eternity in silent unrest and purgatory.”  Last rites of Arabashiel, thirteenth born Gimmorian, Mistress of Curses, sent to stand Judgement over the Kingdom of the Crescent Moon, by God.    Circa 1682 B.C.
Azenairk stood and turned, feeling many eyes upon him. His hand went for the warhammer at his feet, he pulled his Thalanaxe crested shield from his back, and he spun around. 
Clang
Clang, C-Clang, C-clang, clang…clang……clang
His hammer hit the stone floor and bounced entirely too much before it stopped. His jaw would have done the same had it not been attached to his black bearded face. His brown eyes like saucers, unable to close, he looked upon hundreds and thousands of men, bearded men. They were gray, ghostly gray, yet many were young in years, or had been when they were alive. He was surrounded by dwarves, dead ones, silent spirits of the murdered soldiers from a kingdom nearly forgotten.
“By Vundren, the ghosts of Kakisteele.”
The ghosts nodded, many smiled, and some even got on their translucent knees around Zen. Their wounds were but dark gray on their shimmering forms, yet burns, cuts, and even more horrifying wounds were evident. They moved without sound and beckoned with their hands for the living dwarf before them to follow them away from their pyre of desecration.
“Follow you, aye, allright then.” He followed, slowly, and picked up his hammer as he stepped. Zen cast quick glances to his friends, they seemed nervous. He nodded, received reluctant nods back, and they fell in behind him. The ghosts did not pay them much more than passing looks, their focus was on the dwarven priest of Vundren.
Through markets of empty stock, by stables with nothing more than bones, and past even villas built into high rock ledges of sandstone they traveled. Whether needed or not, the ghosts of Kakisteele abided the roads, kept to the light, and even walked in a fairly organized manner. Their steps made no sound, yet they seemed to converse with gestures to one another, and their mouths even moved from time to time. Though no sound came forth, some even seemed to laugh to other ghosts, reinforcing that they indeed could understand one another.
The cavern of the great city grew smaller, darker, and a bridge came into view. Rough yellow stone with platinum rails, orange flames without heat rose from golden braziers set on the walkway, and the stalactites hung overhead by the tens of thousands. 
“Where are we heading, Zen?” James asked quietly as he admired the view over the long drop to a stalagmite field below the bridge. He saw mushrooms, larger than horses some of them, colored green and blue and teal. They glowed in color, as if the fungus knew someone was above, walking the lonely bridge that had no end.
“Dunno’ James, somewhere deeper inside. They want me to follow em’.” Zen tried to take it in, yet his eyes were awestruck with the now two thousand or more spirits of his ancestors walking in front of him.
“Try talking to them, in dwarven maybe.” James prodded, hand tight on his broadsword, eyes looking every which way.
“Good idea. Vershem va duthes dom Sheldathain dures?”
The ghosts stopped, hearing the name of something they did not care for, and glared with darkening appearances and hollow angry stares at Azenairk. He stopped, they all stopped, no one moved as terror took hold. One dwarven ghost, an older one with a ghastly spear through his transparent head, walked ahead with hands raised. He made eye contact with Zen, knelt onto a knee, and touched his finger to the bridge. His finger grew black, then shadows came from his fingernail, and the shadows traced words onto the moist sandstone. The dripping of water from stone spikes above was the only sound in the cavern as the living held their breath.
Azenairk followed the words, not knowing that all his friends watched closely over his stocky shoulders. It was in dwarven, yet he translated it knowing his companions would want to hear it.
“Do not mention the name of the traitor again, it angers them.”
He nodded to the spirit that was writing the words, words that disappeared shortly after his finger passed. Zen watched him continue, sweat dripping from under his helm.
“We must pass the mines, and take you to the stone tablet. Then you must go, you cannot be here.”
Zen spoke to the spirit. “I have come here to free you, I not be goin’ anywhere just yet.”
The dwarven ghost looked confused, and wrote again on the bridge. “Our people are divided in damnation, the women and children are lost. There is no peace here to be had, no king will come, you may take the tablet and leave us.”
Azenairk took out the rusty iron box and set it down. He opened it and took out the ages old parchment, the deed to Kakisteele, and rolled it out carefully. Then, he set down the bag of dust he was told to use on some six legged demon. He looked up to the dwarven spirit, and tapped his shield.
“I am Azenairk Thalanaxe, last of me family, and heir to this city. I have come to set ye’ free, old spirit, Vundren willing o’ course. I did not travel six or more kingdoms to see some tablet and go.” He smiled.
The dwarves gathered close, speaking to one another in silence. They glared at the parchment, then up to Zen, and then smiled back to one another. The old dwarven ghost smiled from his braided beard and raised his eyebrows with some semblance of joyful disbelief. He touched the parchment, his ghastly gray hand merely passing through it, yet it brought an even wider grin. He spoke over his shoulder, and the thousands of dead warrior spirits all began some silent conversation. Some were crying, some reaching to touch him, and even some spirits raised their hands or fell to their knees in soundless prayer. They began to embrace each other in dwarven fashion, yet all they could do was pass through Zen.
“This seems to be going well then.” Zen looked over his shoulder, feeling the breath of his four friends. They raised their eyes from the parchment, to him, then to the countless dwarven ghosts around them.
“I would say that is a very optimistic opinion, from where I am standing.” Gwenneth looked with her arcane sight, seeing nothing of the spirits in front of her. Her seventh sense was aware of things unseen, and her normal vision saw the dead plain enough. Yet something stirred in the air, something foul and full of wicked enchantment.
“This be a bit creepy already, morbid in fact, so try and be a tad supportive here.” Zen turned back around and faced the ghosts.
“Sorry. Yes, Zen, I think being surrounded by ghosts on a bridge in a cursed underground city, hunted by demons, is indeed great.” Gwenne smiled her best false grin.
“Allright, keep it honest then. I see yer’ point.”
“I hear whispers, coming from the dark ahead, faint, a woman’s voice.” Shinayne listened close, it was almost inaudible, but she was sure she heard it.
“I hear nothing, you’re just on edge elf.” Saberrak huffed. “Just calm your---“
Gong!
Gong!
Gong!
Three distant tolls of an unseen bell echoed in the caverns. The ghosts drew weapons of ethereal steel, donned helmets that were not there previously, and armor and shields erupted from shadows around them all. Suddenly, they looked more like an army of gray phantasms rather than forgotten dwarven spirits. They raised their axes and hammers, slammed their shields in unison, and mouthed words that made no noise. Yet Zen knew what they were saying. He read the lips of thousands, and whispered it aloud.
“Vuumber? By Vundren’s steel, they be called to battle with somethin’, even after they be long dead and gone.” Zen grabbed his things, shoving them into the old box fast, and drew his warhammer. He yelled what his deceased brethren could not voice. “To war!”
“Zen, wait!” Shinayne yelled.
Despite her voice in the dark, no matter his closest friends, Zen ran with his forgotten kin to battle the unknown.
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“Go with the blessings of the eleven Nochtilians, my love.”
“I shall return to escort you when it is over, beloved.”
Queen Andorra of Armondeen wiped a smear of blood across the face of Harron, then kissed his forehead. She walked to her left in the uppermost eleventh floor of the Tower of the Scepter. Fortress Arnhast in Vin Armon was quiet, as the forces had all but left to the south, all but her Lord Amirak and the legion of royal cavalry that waited outside the gates. The reserve legion had left to meet with Prince Rohne and the other Armondi nobility already.
She sat in the throne, the one next to hers was empty as King Ian was dying of age and a little poison, far to the north in Forrivar. Her robes were black, her bodily markings of blood and paint were perfectly inscribed, she knew it was time to bring the messiah of Shukuru to this world. The bodies they had fornicated with, mutilated, and sacrificed to their dark worship still lay in pools of blood before the thrones. Two girls, young virgins bought from the island of Yallah, and now two blackened sets of eyes stared at the stone ceiling.
“You have been ordered ot retrace the circle of Kashtamias, in exact duplication, with the blood of those that have disturbed the lands to the south. The son of Shukuru is most anxious to consecrate our new lands, assist in building the temple to the Nochti, and begin our worship. Are you prepared, Lord Harron Vir Magaste?”
“I am, your majesty.” Harron remained on a knee with his head bowed.
“You have five legions of Armondi soldiers at your discretion. All I ask is that the true children of God are appeased, and that you protect our son, Prince Rohne. Will you see my wishes granted?” Andorra let her silk robes with demonic runes fall from her body as she stood from the throne.
“I will, your highness.” He tried not to look, as the robes fell to his feet from the steps. Harron knew she was completely naked and covered in virgin blood. His loins stirred, it was with much trembling and force of will that he resisted taking her again. “There is nothing that can stand in our way.”
“My personal guard, my dark ladies in the night, have seen a caravan with many thousands that have made journey across Shanador. My dreams have been accurate, and they are seeking the same place as we.” The queen stepped forward, her blood soaked womanhood was inches from his mouth.
Harron stared at her feet and calves, willing away thoughts of her bare body over him. “They are but refugees, nothing more. Should they interfere, they will die. Their bodies will be further homage to Kashtamias, dark child of Shukuru, my queen.”
“There are men from Harlaheim, dwarves of the Misathi, and even knights of Shanador among them. I tell you once more, be cautious, and be quick in your justice. My Nataloni have seen them, this exiled Lord from the east and his following, and they must not live the night.”
“It will be done, our son will not see combat, and any trespassers will fill our sacred circle with their blood.” Harron tried not to reach up and touch her, yet he could smell the oils on her body and his curiosity lingered.
“Beware the lands to the south, two millennia of cursed condemnation could hold many strange things, Harron.” She stroked the top of his head with her fingernails.
“No matter what we find there, the treasures of your southern lands will be laid at your feet. The trespassers will bleed, and Kashtamias will be honored, hail the eleven.”
“Then go now, my dark beloved. Whence you return, this body of mine, is yours for nights eternal.” Her fingers gently touched his chin, then lifted.
Harron was weak, his eyes could not blink. Her feet were painted black from the nails to her ankles. Streams of blood were dried to her pale calves and thighs. Infernal scripture was written in darker blood across her abdomen and breasts. He stared at her pierced nipples of dark brown that held small golden chains to her naval. The chains dipped below her luscious endowments, behind them, and strung up around her neck. Her flesh was smooth, her voluptuous lips and face streaked with virgin crimson, the skin around her eyes painted blue in wide brushes, much like his own. Harron looked up further, her hair was midnight, straight and bound in with a headdress and circlet of dangling jewels. Andorra of Armondeen was lust and wicked beauty, the embodiments thereof in the flesh, and she was his.
He trembled as she raised him with her finger, by the chin, and let her hand draw faint red trails down his golden rings and steel plates of armor. She fondled his curved hilt, playfully sliding the decorated steel scimitar partway out, then letting slide back into the scabbard. His words were caught in his throat, he lifted his banner from the stand between the thrones. He looked up at the golden eagle talons, the scepter in one grip, a lance in the other. The flag unfurreled with a flick of his wrist, golden tassels upon a black cloth, and he bowed.
“My queen, bless me darkly, so that I shall feel your very breath in mine as I conquer in thy name.” 
“With the sacred love between us, and the hearts of the eleven over you and I, you are blessed Lord Amirak Harron. Now go, show no mercy, expand our Armondeen, and shed blood in the name of our fiery Gods!” Andorra pointed out the balcony as he turned away and marched to victory.
She watched, half hidden behind a black curtain, then she heard the chants. One thousand of their veteran cavalry saluted their Lord Amirak of the kingdom as he emerged from below Arnhast and mounted his black stallion. His tight features looked up to her, knowing she watched. His hair was pulled back and curled into a tail, his skin had the marks of blood and the blue painted eyes of Armondi nobility, and he looked more like her future king than ever before. He drew his scimitar and saluted her, then to his men as he raised the Armondeen banner, and the soldiers roared in unison.
The charge of a thousand steeds racing to join four thousand soldiers to the south thundered in the air. Hill after forested dark hill, they grew smaller as the queen watched them from the eleventh story of the Tower of the Scepter. The day was half over, yet Andorra had much to do.
“Nataloni, dark ladies, to me now.” She snapped her fingers as fires lit unto wicks and braziers forged of bone came to illuminated life. There was no one in sight, yet all in the three towers heard and felt the commands infernal of their dark mistress.
Within mere seconds, her demonically possessed secret guardians were in the room, heads low, silent as always. They had warned her of a man named Cristoff, and that a small contingent from Evermont now rode with his thousands of refugees. The Nataloni Nochti had told her also how they had threatened her son in Freemoore, and had more than just peasants in exile. Andorra strode naked down to the tenth floor, her black robed ladies were waiting with bows and silent respect. As she passed the open doors to the altar, her black robes were brought to her, and laid over her shoulders. 
“Hail dark lord of hell, hail firstborn son of the Mother and the Creator, and hail Ruler of Infernium in all your fiery glory.” She got on her knees before the altar to winged Shukuru, the stone statue was covered in blood from too many victims to count this day. 
“Hail, Andorra, pious queen and priestess of the eleven.” Her ladies knelt and replied with whispered voices. They arranged the corpses in the order she had commanded. The fires were lit, the inscriptions just as the dark tomes had shown, and all was prepared. They saw her nod, and they knew it was time to leave her to communion.
Andorra looked to the ancient red leather tomes on the altar, she had eleven passages to recite eleven times each to complete the dark incantations that would allow an immortal from the hells to step through. Kashtamias, the very demonic son of Shukuru and a mythical knight in the armies of the seventh hell, would be here within a day. Harron would be tracing an identical circle, a portal, an infernal beacon of blood so that Kashtamias could step through to the curselands with a proper offering. Everything had to be perfect, not one rune nor corpse nor candle out of place.
Andorra heard her doors close, heard her Nataloni guardians take their shadowy positions throughout the tower, and she knew now that she was alone. She was also nervous, for this was a more powerful rite than she had ever performed. It was the same rite that her uncle Trehad had used to contact the netherworlds with his two peers, Koligail and Maroguille. They had not been accurate, their egos and power were too great, and they demanded more than they should have. For their sins against the eleven, they were stripped of flesh. Now, they would suffer eternal torment in service to the darkness, forever banned from furthering their powers yet driven to use them. They were now lords of Devonmir, rich, powerful, and utterly devoid of furthering themselves or becoming whole once again. Andorra loved her body, she loved that others loved it, and she did not wish to end up like Trehad. The queen of Armondeen began inspecting every corner of her dark floor of demonic worship, taking her time, making sure it would all go perfectly. For there could be no errors with the forces she paid homage to, none whatsoever.
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“This is insane, we do not even know where they are headed!” James rounded a corner in the mines.
“Zen, stop!”
“Dwarf, slow down, now!” Saberrak roared after the others’ pleas and shouts did nothing. Still, the dwarf ran in the middle of the thousands of ghosts, as if he were one of them.
“Horned one, just grab him!” Shinayne yelled.
They all ran after, over several bridges, around great stone columns that spanned ceiling to floor over hundreds of feet, and even into darker tunnels that shimmered. Picks and hammers and tools lay covered in rust, barrels and wagons sat in dilapidated ruin, and the stairs went high into the upper mines of Kakisteele. 
Suddenly there were left turns, cross tunnels, and the ghosts all split up at least five different ways. No noise erupted from their charge, even as mining dwarven spirits joined them, so following Azenairk through the dark shafts and mines was easy, if one listened. 
“Rrraaahhhh!” Zen swung his warhammer in a brutal whirl, something had grabbed him. He could see enemies everywhere, his brethren were on the charge, something was behind him. His arm was grabbed in mid swing, it was strong, he struggled and pulled to be free. Another Altestani soldier, perhaps another winged demon, he and the dwarves had fought many already.
“Open your damn eyes, Azenairk.” Saberrak huffed and smacked the side of his helmet as he held the blacksteel warhammer tight.
“Wha…wha…where are they?!” He blinked, not realizing he had closed his eyes, he had seen them and run with them, plain as daylight.
“Where are who? There is nothing here but your ghosts running around.” Saberrak looked, something was not as it should be.
“No, naye gray one, we be fightin’ the northern oppression here, and their demons, look!” He was frantic, not even paying mind as James, Shinayne, and Gwenneth arrived from the other tunnels, green light pouring over them all. Everywhere he looked, shadows of men with pointed helms and curved blades lunged from the dark into his gray dwarven allies. Demonic shadows tore into them in silence, they fought back, it was war. Gray on black, a war with no noise. “I need to fight, Saberrak! Let me go then!”
Saberrak squinted, then he saw it. He closed his eyes, and saw it more clear, still no sound, but it was there. He walked over to a tall shadow of a demon fighting against the wall against three gray dwarven phantasms. His hand waved through them all, even the shadow of the demon, as if he were not there. Everyone stared and saw it.
“They are not real, my dwarven friend. This is but a curse, a memory of what happened, there is nothing you can do here.” Saberrak hung his head, seeing the face of Zen go from a war frenzy glare to a sorrowful admission of the obvious.
More dwarves ran past, their gray forms passing through the five companions as if they were not there. Some called to them, waved axes and screamed words for them to join, but no one heard anything. Demons, like the ones outside from the clouds, emerged from shadows with armies of human men. The battle that took place so long ago, was repeating before their eyes, yet they were but bystanders that could merely watch. 
Zen swung his hammer through an Altestani shadow, then through a demonic one, nothing. He was paid no mind, as if he were not in existence. To be sure, James and Shinayne stuck their blades into the enemy shadows, and the same occurred, nothing. 
“Zen, it is not real. Something is causing it though, my friend, and we need to find out what that is.” Shinayne sheathed her blades and put a hand on his shoulder.
“Aye, I think I know. And She done crossed the line with this nonsense then. Where is She? We be having words, I assure ye’.” He thought of the demon that supposedly held the mines cursed, far below in the dark depths. He recalled the songs, passed on for generations, and began to follow the ghosts or apparitions thereof. Slowly this time, he stepped further into the mines, and he vowed to see this all undone.
Their march was slow, into cramped tunnels that held but jagged rock walls and the afterlife of once bustling mines. Spots of silver, gold, even platinum could be seen. It was not much, as these upper mines seemed expanded to the reaches of the mountains they lay inside. Carts and wooden platforms to raise and lower, pulleys and wheels with ropes long frayed, and empty barrels marked their path further south, and further down. 
Another door appeared, after the mine tunnels converged once more into a grand pathway underground. Golden swept, with letters in diamond dust, yet dents of rams and scratches of claw and steel littered its once perfect dwarven designs.
“Virnu Cadro, means fourth born son. Which one Saberrak?” Zen held up the ring of keys.
“Haddius, he was the fourth born Carician.” He knew it, as if it were his own family being spoken of. Saberrak watched the key with the half white and half blue moon with waves go into the lock. It flashed, the light pushed it out and back to the dwarven hand holding it, yet it creaked open.
White light flickered from a steel pillar with a globe atop of it, casting shadowy reflections into another cavern. The sandstone walls were lined with dwarven writing, dwarven apparitions stood circle around something, unmoving in their gray eternity. Golden doors opposite them could be seen as the chamber was wide but not deep. No battle raged here, no motions save the failing light above a circle of ghosts, and as Zen approached, they parted for him.
He looked down, closed his eyes, and opened them again to be sure it was not what he thought he had seen. It was. Zen knelt, setting his warhammer, then helmet, and then his shield all to the stone floor. Gripped in his hands tight was his hammer and moons, the sacred symbol of Vundren, God of the dwarves. His eyes teared, staring at the broken chunks of white stone.
“What is it Azenairk?” James stepped forward, passing through the ghosts as if they were but a figment of light and nothing more.
“It…it..is the Golhiarden. It is…the tablet, a fourth of it, the testament of Vundren to his people, my people.” His hand trembled, daring to touch such a holy relic, yet his fingers felt it. It glowed with a golden light as his fingers brushed it, the golden script slowly illuminating despite its broken existence.
“It is the words…words of the Forge…the sacred commands of Vundren…divided to the four realms for safe keeping, long ago. I have seen, at a distance mind ye’, the tablet o’ Laws, in Boraduum. He created this, for us, to guide in all things of faith, law, the forge, and war. I have to repair it, heal it, or try anyways.” Zen had not the tears left, his body felt the power radiating from what lay broken before him. He looked back up to his friends, and they nodded respectfully.
 



Cristoff IV:II
Tintasarn Border, Southern Ridge of the Kaki Mountains
Gray clouds circled and blanketed everything above ground it seemed, the winds blew slow but steady, yet there was no rain. Sandstone ridges blocked their north and western views, and sunshine was but a memory of days past as they undoubtedly neared the Kaki Mountains. 
“Master Aariss, this trail will not allow my wagons and people much further, it is too treacherous a climb. Is there another way?” Lord Cristoff looked south, nothing but more foothills covered in dense, thick trees, ages old and bare. The path they followed, albeit secret and sound, was but a few feet wide. It would take quite a toll and time for over eight thousand to follow.
Aariss Diravas put his hand up, his elven Riverbows all took knee from his silent command. “My lord, this is but the only safe route into the lands you seek, the only one I am aware of that is. My cousin, Arylius, is not far from here. He and his priests of Siril guard a sacred shrine for a decade at a time, a few hours ahead perhaps.”
“I see the Kaki Mountains, and I feel we should turn west, if memory serves me.” Cristoff tried to recall the directions that Ansharr the dragon had give to the five so many months prior.
“Yes, but the storm that surrounds everything north of Tintasarn is deadly, no one passes through there. Not with the peasants you protect for certain.”
“I see no storm, my elven friend, just gray clouds most unnatural in their circling. Perhaps---“
“The storm has been there, night or day I cannot recall, but it is there. It has been there for thousands of years, I doubt we could---“
“Aye, but it ain’t there now. Maybe they killed it or somethin’? And if the storm ye’ say is always there, now ain’t there, then that’s the way we need to be headin’ then. Just me thoughts. Or always in elven be somethin’ different from always in dwarven.” Tannek Anduvann spoke up, looking west, seeing no storm to block their path.
“You are a sharp bit of beard, are you not?” Aariss raised his eyebrow to Tannek.
“That be the rumor, elf.” Tannek took a swig from his flask of whiskey, offered it to Cristoff and Aariss, receiving the usual refusals. “But, if we be afraid o’ the storm that I do not see, then let us continue on to more elves then.”
“Compromise then.” Cristoff nodded to both men to cease their quips. “I will not risk the people, storm or not, into the cursed city before we survey the area. However, we cannot delay much more, the ones we seek are in there, somewhere.”
“What be yer’ plan then, Cristoff?”
“Set camp, and we ride ahead to Tintasarn, to meet the cousin of Aariss. Maybe we can find a way in, or at least receive some guidance on the area.” Cristoff wanted to charge in, yet he thought of the people, and Rosana in painful labor.
Sir Codaius, Lady Kaya, Sir Karai, Sir Leonard, and Julia Whiteblade all rode up together as the caravan had all but stopped. The exiled people of Saint Erinsburg, Marlennak, and now some from Freemoore, all felt relief with the lack of glaring sun. Yet none of them, nor their leaders, had ever been where they now stood. Their was an unspoken tension in the air.
“Why have we stopped, m’lord?” Kaya T’Vellon spoke softly, bowing as her mare struggled on the angled ridge.
“We will be setting camp here, there is good cover, and low ground right behind us to the east along that stream. The trail we take, will be taken by us alone.” Cristoff spoke stern and confident, receiving nods from everyone around him.
“If I may?” Sir Codaius asked of Cristoff.
“Yes, knight of Evermont, by all means.” The lord nodded.
“Armondeen will surely have heard of the incident at Freemoore, and they know by now of your journey. We need to have scouts out far north, for they will send spies and scouts of their own. We need to protect the people, m’lord.”
“You know the Armondi, where I do not, Sir Codaius. Volunteers to take the northern watch?” Cristoff looked at his captains. He saw Kaya, Codaius, Leonard, and Karai all raise their blades.
“Who will be in charge?” He looked to the men, hoping there was no conflict of rank or kingdoms among them.
“Lady Kaya T’vellon, sire. She is quite adept at, scouting, if you would. The best choice for such a mission that requires us not being seen, yet disabling any enemies on the field.” Sir Leonard nodded to Kaya, then to the others. No one objected.
“Lady Kaya, you accept rank of this endeavor?” He looked to her, knowing so little of her, but he had to trust and have faith. Cristoff knew they were all here by Alden’s will.
“I do. I will need fifty men, and fifty archers. No shields, no horses, and no heavy armor, my lord.” Kaya knew how to move unseen, to operate in covert fashion, and even how to kill quietly. Out in the open, or in a tight alleyway, shadows and stealth were her allies.
“Done. Send word to father Garret, Brunnwik, and Drodunn Anduvann of our movements. Who will protect the caravan while we are gone?” 
“That would be me, sire.” Julia raised her blade. “My Peasant Swords and I have been mercenary detail to refugees, merchants, and even nobility throughout the free cities and beyond. My men are well trained to defend caravans of people that cannot defend themselves. I did it for coin, for too long, now we do it for honor.”
“Done. You have the caravan, Lady Whiteblade. You have the northern watch, Lady Kaya. And, we have a route to find. Dismissed.” Cristoff waved his hand, received bows, and the trampling of horses going in three different directions echoed in the forgotten foothills of the Kaki Mountains.
“Ye’ have a lot o’ faith in folk ye’ hardly met there, Cristoff.” Tannek took another swig, knowing he was headed into the mountains regardless, and as the whiskey hit his lips, all he thought of was Azenairk Thalanaxe.
“You think that an error, master Anduvann?” Cristoff dismounted, seeing ahead that his steed would likely not handle the rocky climbs well.
“Nope. I like it, I do. Where I be from, puttin’ women in charge o’ things beyond kids and cookin’ is unheard of. But, ye’ got some pretty vicious women out here on this here trek, they seen as much action as me veteran outguard, they has. I’d o’ done the same thing.” Tannek put his flask away, and marched ahead with Aariss and his elven scouts.
“Truly?” Aariss Diravis whispered to the red bearded dwarven warrior beside him.
“Naye, shart naye, but we don’t need him thinkin’ bout that out here with us. Keep his confidence up, ye’ see?”  Tannek chuckled. “If yer leader be supported no matter what, on the field that is, yer forces be unstoppable and his judgement be clear.”
“Is that dwarven logic then?” Aariss sneered. 
“Aye. Quick decisions, fight hard, and whoever be left alive can argue o’er what shoulda been done different while we pound mead and sit over a vanquished enemy.” 
“Remind me never to be near you in battle, Tannek Anduvann.” Aariss patted him on the shoulder.
“Ahhh, don’t ye’ worry there bout’ that. When me boys fight, ain’t no room for sticks n’ arrows nor silky elven clothing. Just steel, blood, and plenty o’ skull smashin’ there be. No place for an elf.” Tannek smacked the archer on the back, a little harder than friendly.
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“We are going no further, Rosana, no more bumps and wheels. Rest easy child.” Garret D’Ourmas motioned for his growing followers of the feathered cross to set up the tents and cloth, bring someone to fan the air, and fetch fresh water.
“Aye girl, we be close enough to the Kaki Mountains now, journey is over. Ye’ need to eat more though, ye’ still skinny for havin’ a baby.” Drodunn Anduvann handed a loaf of bread to the former queen of Harlaheim, and then it went spinning across the wagon and out the window.
“Ahhh, come now Rosana, yer’ baby needs to eat. Ye’ be bleedin’ heavy and it’s near time now. Try and relax and---“ High Hammer Brunnwik was cut off.
“Shut your mouths! Ahhhh! Ooohhhh! Alden help me! Ahhhoooohhh! I do not want any more bread, understand!?” Her hands were kneading the sheets into clumps of cloth. Her legs were never still, toes and ankles gripping and moving in constant discomfort, and her neck seemed to not go where her angry face was looking when she spoke. It was hard to tell who she was talking to in between the painful contractions.
“You need to eat, you need to take deep breaths, and try to---“ Garret ducked a goblet that flew throught the air.
“I do not want to breathe!” Rosana yelled, the pain was unbearable, the contractions were shooting down her legs and up her spine.
“Lass, ye’ need air now, otherwise ye’---“ Drodunn put his hands in front of his face and blocked two quick punches from the dark haired Caberran woman. Just as he thought she was done, he felt her fingernails grab a handful of braided beard.
“I know I need to breathe, dwarf.” Her teeth were gritted so hard they might chip, her brown lovely eyes looked possessed by pure anger and evil for a moment, and she was intimidating to see and hear. “I do not want to eat food. I want this baby out, and I want this pain to be over with. I have killed a man before, with a sword. If you do not stop trying to get me to breathe slow and eat, I will find a way to kill you with the next piece of bread you wave in front of my face. I will beat you to death with it.”
“Gulp.” Drodunn nodded slow, until she let go of his beard.
“That’s the spirit girl! Now we be getting’ close!” Brunnwik shouted and laughed, yet moved his chair back another foot from Rosana.
“By Alden’s grace, close to what?” Father Garret made the sign of the feathered cross on his chest.
“Dwarven childbirth! Once they start hittin’ and pullin’ beard, and threatening yer life, well by Vundren the baby usually follows. More painful it is, the stronger the child too. I can bet ye’ it’s a boy by her anger.” Brunnwik chuckled.
“She is not a dwarf, mind you. But it is a boy, you are correct.” Garret smiled.
“I know, don’t need feathers n’ stuff to tell me that now.” 
“Silence! All of you shut your jaws, and get me out into fresh air, now!” Rosana tried to pull herself up, the pain forced her back down.
“Allright, hold on. No hittin’ though.” 
Drodunn got on one side, Brunnwik on the other, and Garret led them out and held the flaps of the white canvas open. The tent was nearly finished, big enough for twenty nobles, but all for her. 
“Meet ye’ in there father Garret, make sure they bring the water, the bread, and all the food and fresh cloths and---“
“Ahhhhhh! Ooooohhh!” Rosana spasmed again, the baby was kicking, pushing, yet the burning feeling in her womb was slow and intense. She needed to push, but it hurt to try.
“I have it all my dwarven priests, hurry now.” He waved them on. As Garret turned, his eyes caught the bed in the wagon. He dropped what he was holding and caught his breath. She had been spotting and losing bits of blood the last few days, but this was different. He looked to the sheets, there was a stain of blood at least a foot across. The blood was light, clear almost in places, and very fresh as it still soaked further into the white cloth. “Alden help us, the baby is coming now.”
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“Right there, moving fast, he is alone too.”
“Very fast, like a deer or antelope in the wild. He is not trying to remain concealed too well either.” Codaius commented as they peeked over the hill at a fast moving scout. He had green garments to blend with the grass, a large sword across his back, and had come from the north.
“You and Leonard take the right, Karai and I the left, surround him and strike quickly.” Kaya pointed to their spots, between two hills that this fast moving scout was surely headed between.
They did as she said, rapiers drew from Harlian knights and a greatsword from the Bear of Evermont was pulled loose as Kaya readied her shortblade. The scout was fast, too fast to be normal, the steps seemed effortless as if the winds were assisting his motion. Up the hills he ran, in between them, not even trying to hide. 
Without so much as a word, two blades crossed in front of him, then one from the left and one from the right, behind his shoulders. His head was facing the ground, hands at his side, not even reaching for the hand and a half blade across his back. The scout put his hands in the air slowly, to about chest level.
“Watch for more, he is likely not alone.” Kaya nodded to Karai and Leonard.
“I am never alone, but there is no one else with me.” The female voice from beneath the green hood stated with perfect calm.
“A woman assassin, Queen Andorra has been known to employ in such a manner.” Codaius raised his blade near the back of her neck.
“I am no assassin, and I am not in league with Armondeen, let me pass.” Angeline of Charity kept her eyes closed, sensing through her blade that she need not resort to violence, yet.
Kaya raised the cowl of her robes with her shortblade and flicked it off as she circled around the woman. The former Lady of Southwind looked at the red blonde hair in braids, her olive tan skin with light freckles, and into her green eyes as they opened. “She is not Armondi. Where are you from?”
“I am northern Kivanite, if you speak of my heritage.” Angeline kept still.
“Why are you here?” Codaius paced around as well, noting the large decorated sword on her back, it seemed to be looking at him but was not.
“That is a long story. Let us say, I need to find Gwenneth Lazlette, and leave it there.” She looked to Kaya T’vellon.
“I do not know what you are talking about. What is your name?” Kaya stared, her blue eyes did not flinch with the lie.
“My name is Angeline of Charity, and I have seen you before, Lady Kaya of Southwind. Six years past, in Vallakazz, you passed through on your way to Valhirst, with your twin brother.” She bowed slowly.
“You know this woman?” Sir Codaius blurted.
Kaya rolled her eyes, now that he assured this woman that she was correct on identifying her. “On your knees, show me the brand.”
“I am not with the White Spider either, m’lady. I am of the Knights Soujan, and I have been sent to find and help Gwenneth Lazlette. We have little time.” Angeline calmed herself as the southern lady was feeling threatened inside and thought her an assassin from her past.
“No one out there Kaya, no one close anyway.” Leonard spoke as he returned from taking a view of the northern hills with Karai.
“No one yet. But you have five legions of Armondi soldiers en route, to here.” Angeline took off her robes, her shoulderplates with the triangle of vines of her order, then her blade. She laid them on the ground, and pulled her shirt back over her left shoulder, baring it to Kaya. There were many scars, but no brand of a spider. “We are wasting time.”
“How do you know this?” Kaya lowered her blade.
Because the will of the Mother has blessed me. A long journey from Chazzrynn have I taken, just like you, and I follow the same people. Gwenneth will need our help, the earth has told me, so please, take me to her.
The voice was her voice, but it was inside Kaya’s mind. She looked to Angeline, not recognizing her at all from memory. Yet she believed her. She watched her put her garments and armor back on, and then swore she saw one of the little angel eyes on her sword wink at her. 
“I will take you to Lord Cristoff, for we do not know where they have gone or how to get inside the ruins safely. But, show me this army first. I need to see it to believe it.” Kaya nodded for the knights to sheath their weapons.
“Very well, but you are wasting precious time.” 
“If you want me to trust you, I need to see. On the way, tell me all you know.” 
“As long as you tell me the same.” Angeline nodded.
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“Anyone seen Dalliunn? Damn lion always runnin’ off.”
“No, I thought he was sniffing out a trail toward the foothills, half hour back.” Cristoff nodded to the mountains. 
“So, yer’ cousin watches a sword? For ten years at a time, with other elves that watch the same sword?” Tannek asked, knowing the lewirja always found his way back.
“Yes.” Aariss Diravis replied resolutely.
“Don’t sound too exciting.”
“They are priests of Siril, they are not seeking excitement, my bearded friend.”
“And this sword, does it talk?” Tannek raised his eyebrows as they followed the trail up and down the sharp inclines and through the dead brush and groves.
“No, it does not.” He replied. “Ssshhh.”
“Allright, quiet then. Right, we might wake the sword.” Tannek rolled his eyes. “So, does it move, this sword?”
“No, it was placed there over two thousand years ago, by the king of Tintasarn. It will not move until it chooses a new king.” Aariss looked around, they were close, his cousin Arylius should have heard them coming. Something was not right. “His priests bring nobility from the elven nations every ten years, but the sword has never chosen.”
“So, a sword that don’t move, don’t talk, is supposed to choose some noble stranger ye’ bring it every ten years? But, for two thousand years, nothin’ has ever happened?”

“If you put it in that perspective, perhaps it would seem odd. Yet, the way of Siril and of elven tradition and myth differs vastly from your culture, dwarf.” He smiled over to his stocky bearded traveling companion.
“Right. So odd as this is, have ye’ ever thought it might be broken? Maybe ye’ not doin’ somethin’ quite the way yer supposed to?” Tannek winked with sarcasm. “I mean, if I had somethin’ not do what it was intended to do, for a couple millennia mind ye’, I might look into that.”
“The sword of the dancing king, Loestiri it is called, is not broken. His dying wish, after Altestan butchered and cursed this realm and our home of Aloeste, was that the sacred blade of his wife was kept safe until another king came to restore Tintasarn. It is legend, written on the blade itself, and it is not broken, dwarf.” Aariss Diravis glared at Tannek.
“It’s just very patient, then. Allright.” Tannek chuckled as they stopped, all three of them seeing stone towers of gray rise from deep within a grove of bare branches without end. The shadows of the mountains cast over them, despite the lack of sun, as if the forests were forbidden.
“Is this what I think it is?” Cristoff, who had been paying little attention to their conversation, spoke up upon seeing the sad and hidden place.
“This, is Tintasarn, fifth kingdom of the elven race. Much like Aloeste, it is a grim reminder of the hatred that Altestan holds for our people.” Aariss pointed to the overgrown forest with not a leaf on a branch, nothing grew anywhere in fact.
“So then Kakisteele is where, other side of these mountains?” Tannek queried, looking up the shadowy south side of the peaks behind them.
“Yes inside, if rumor be true. Mooncrest would be past the peaks as well, if we could traverse the storm.”
“I still see no storm, yet the weather is still, the shadows are strange here, and the sun is blocked by clouds that do not move. Where is your---“ 
“Avaray, toun ethrea dominae yaela rouniae, Aariss?”
Cristoff drew his longsword just as Aariss nocked an arrow and Tannek raised his shield. The voice, in elven dialect, was very close. Many blades drew around them, far too many.
“You bring poor company to such a sacred site, cousin. Only elven nobility, would be kings of our race, and the devout are allowed.” Arylius Diravas held his curved blade with two hands on the elongated hilt. His bark gray robes were tied tight with swaths of purple and silver thread, his long dark hair was braided in five braids as were all priests of Siril, and his chestnut eyes glared with a seriousness that could not be ignored. His chiseled face, high cheekbones, and slim pointed ears looked very similar to Aariss.
“Arylius, this is Lord Cristoff Bradswellen the Third, and Marshall Tannek Anduvann. They are enemies of Armondeen and seekers of Mooncrest and Kakisteele. I was showing them the way around the storm. I had hoped---“
“The storm has stopped, two days past. Lead them around the peaks to the ruins. You know they cannot pass this way.” Arylius Diravas sheathed his great elven blade at his side, then the fifty hidden priests around them unseen, did exactly the same.
“The storm stopped? How?” Aariss nodded to the other priests, knowing he was safe from harm.
“We do not know, but water is trickling from the fountains as well. It is a sign, cousin. We saw the moons last night, faintly, but we saw them through the shadows over Tintasarn. And…the sword moved.” Arylius, disappointed as he was at his cousin’s actions, could not help but smile.
“It did not.” Aariss grinned.
“It did, cousin. It moved nearly half a handwidth across the stone in the shrine to Queen Huliyas and King Akhirre, last rulers of Tintasarn. Loestiri, the blade of the dancing monarch, has sensed something. Blessings of Siril upon us.”
“Two thousand years, and it moved half a handwidth? I woulda’ expected a bit more---“ Tannek saw the glare from the elves, and from Cristoff. “Just sayin’, just sayin’ is all.”
“The blade of the dancing king moves, and if the moons can be---“ Aariss was cut off.
“Loestiri, the blade of the dancing
monarch, cousin. I know you share not our faith, but please, use the appropriate names to our sacred relics.” Arylius corrected his cousin.
“Fine, as you wish. I have these two and one hundred fifty of my Riverbows, may we enter?” Aariss smiled and pleaded with his eyes to his older elven cousin. “They are good men, I will hold my honor upon it.”
“How long have you known them?” 
“Four days or more, but they stood against the Prince of Armondeen, and they seek a righteous dream. They follow five brave souls here, one of which is the supposed heir to Kakisteele.” Aariss bowed to his cousin again, knowing that he was held by his vows to forbid anyone not of Siril from entering.
“Uhhh..ain’t no supposin’ bout’ it then, Azenairk Thalanaxe is the rightful king o’ those mines and kingdom.” Tannek commented, as politely as he could.
Arylius sighed, looked to his brethren, then nodded. “Very well, but be silent. Things are changing here. We are in prayer and meditation most of the day. You can show them the peaks, but under our direction and escort.” 
“You are most gracious, cousin.” Aariss bowed and made the sign of elven peace and love, his heart, to his lips, then to his eyes with his hands folded over each other. At the end, his hands opened to release his gratitude to the sky and stars. Arylius and his fifty priests returned the gesture, then the one hundred fifty archers slung their bows and did the same, all in silence.
“Arylius, bein’ a fellow believer in many odd things, hence me bein’ exiled here, I have to ask ye’ somethin’.” Tannek smiled.
“Yes Marshall Anduvann? You wish to see the sacred blade?”
“Aye, for certain, but, ye’ ever brought women here, I mean, ever?” 
“No, our priests here spend a decade in protection and prayer over Loestiri and the shrine it was placed in. We are all trained in the deadly arts of the blade, all men as we cannot be distracted by beauty or emotion, and we are deeply devoted by those secret vows. Why?” Arylius walked with his cousin and his friends to Tintasarn.
“Just curious, tis’ all, thank ye’ much.” Tannek rolled his eyes, wondering why elves, for all their senses, had not the common one.
“My gratitude for allowing us in your realm, Arylius Diravas.” Lord Cristoff shook his hand, forearm to forearm, and saluted his chest in Harlian fashion. 
Arylius smiled, as their hands touched, he felt it. His devotion and training in elven meditation was far advanced. After four hundred years, he could tell things with simple contact from most living things. His eyes closed, then opened slowly.
“Lord, says my cousin and your former title, far behind to the east. Friend and brave warrior whispers the sky, as to who you are. Yet, father, protector, and king, say the stars upon our meeting, Cristoff Bradswellen the Third. Blessings of Siril upon you.” 
Cristoff just stared, then nodded, he did not know what to say. He tried to make the gesture he saw the elves doing, with the folded hands and opening them to the sky. Instead, after feeling slightly embarrassed for his hesitation, he made the symbol of the feathered cross upon his chest, and circled it.
“May Alden shine his light from heaven, upon us both, my elven friend.”
“Come, brave Harlian and mighty dwarf, let me show you the sword Loestiri and hallowed Tintasarn. Then we shall inspect your Kaki Mountains and see if there is a way through to your heroes.” Arylius, high priest of Siril, led the first strangers in over two thousand years, into the lost elven city.
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His eyes remained fixated, unblinking, with one knee upon the golden carpet that led from the grand double doors all the way to the thrones. The one on the left had never been filled, as low king Symond had never married. Jardayne tried not to shift his weight too much, yet after the hard ride from Freemoore to Evermont, his body ached for rest. His fast ride had not been in time, for word spreads faster than hooves in the realm of politics.
The only saving grace he had was that Lassado of Eisel Ine was here. Otherwise, he may have been imprisoned and stripped of title already. The men and knights, even the city and her people, they all had heard that Armondeen and Evermont, Rohne and Jardayne, had had bitter words. Rumors of war, threats of attack, and movements of forces could be heard whispering on every street corner.
“Five days, Knight General Jardayne of Highmont, five days!” Symond let his small circlet of crown fall off the back of his bald head and slide behind his back onto the seat of the throne. He cared not. “I have been here, with but three knights, to organize all that the High King of Shanador has ordered from each of us! And you ordered Sir Codaius to the west? Your disloyalty is appalling!”
“Please forgive me sire, I thought to meet you on your usual route, near Freemoore, and escort---“
“Lies! You took those fugitives, the ones causing all the commotion on the continent, and sought their glory rather than that of your sworn low king!” Symond stood and pointed his finger at his highest officer.
“No, it was not that way, sire. I do not lie, I swear it was----“
“They receive the royal treatment of my castles, the escort of my bravest men, and you leave our city with just Anders, Valonne, and Naghen to protect it?! Fool of a knight, and poor leadership indeed have you shown me here.” The hand of the old man to his right, gently resting upon his shoulder, helped him set back down in his throne.
“Sire, my king, please forgive me. I thought it in Shanador’s best interest to see these heroes to Freemoore, then things changed.” Jardayne had not looked up once since it began. 
“Aye, things have changed. The heroes you thought best to honor and protect, have left to their western treasure hunt. They are trespassing upon Armondi soil, and everyone is aware of it, Jardayne.” Symond rubbed his head and tight gray beard, then reached for his goblet of wine and drank. “And they are aware of the support Evermont has shown. Imagine when I must explain this to the High King.”
“My liege, those lands are far more than a piece of Armondi territory.” Lassado, old and frazzled of hair and beard, waved his hands when he spoke. His purple tattered robes had designs of script that glowed and flashed for no apparent reason, and his sky blue eyes had an awkward constant glare, as if he did not ever blink. “You know the history there. Altestan, when Armondeen broke from Shanador, gave those lands to them to hold cursed. Should we honor the orders of Altestan, from two thousand years past, and be wary of Armondeen? I think not.”
“Powerful as you may be in the arcane realm, Lassado, those decisions and opinions are not yours to take part in. The High King, the council of low kings and knights are---“ Symond was cut off.
“Horse shit, sire. Fresh steaming Shanadorian horse shit. Smell it? I do.” Lassado tapped his staff and flies buzzed out from it, as did a strange odor.
“Mind your words, wizard. Master of Eisel Ine or not, I am the low king of Evermont.”
“Elected, like all the others. Elected to serve the ideals and honor of your people. And I am here as your counsel. Though you did not request it, I am here nonetheless. Those lost kingdoms to the west, three cities, mythical places, are not belonging to Armondeen except by parchment written by long dead enemies. If someone wants them free, I say more power to them.” Lassado grinned to Jardayne, seeing that he was raising his head up slightly to view the conversation he was hearing.
“And to what end, old relative? War with Armondeen, perhaps Altestan? Those five are now spoken of in every kingdom. Seekers of Mooncrest I heard, slayers of Altestani warships they say, destined to whatever and whatnot. From Chazzrynn to Kivanis, Caberra to Shanador, even Harlaheim and Willborne speak of them or want them dead. I have not the power to start a war, with anyone. I speak not for all of Shanador, damn it!” Symond pounded his fist on the throne.
“Who says you need that power? To do what is right, to help others, to assist unseen? Armondeen has an army, your scouts said they saw it, heading there now. Four legions or more, and what can Evermont do?” Lassado tapped his staff again, this time a rainbow sparkled into the air ever so faintly.
Jardayne had never heard anyone speak to the low king, any king, in the way he was hearing right now. He thought it best to remain silent, respectful, and keep his head down.
“Nothing. I had to send three legions of cavalry to the capital, to Acelinne. They retained five of my knights as well. The council is sending a force to Kivanis, to Rugeness and the northern cities specifically, as they think Altestan will make a landing there. The Shields of Shanador and thirty thousand soldiers will occupy their ports, and watch the Soltaic Ocean for years to come. Evermont can do nothing, we can spare not a man.” Symond drank more wine, fought his dwindling anger, and rested back in his throne.
“Please sire, I beg of you. Strip me of title if you must, but I gave my word, I swore on the Shield of Shanador, that I would return. Alone, if no forces could be offered.” Knight General Jardayne stood, without permission, and made the sign of the feathered cross across his chest.
“You have met these travelers, both the five companions and the exiled refugees from Harlaheim, yes?” Lassado smiled.
“Yes, master Lassado, I have.”
“They inspired to you greater honor? Or is it the thrill of adventure, the boredom of your position, and something different that excites you, Jardayne?”
“Sire, I felt it when they arrived, I saw it in the Misathi Mountains. There was a feeling when they were here, and a terrible one when they left to turn west. I cannot say what it is. But, when I met Lord Cristoff Bradswellen, and he stood with me, for me in fact, against Prince Rohne and his forces in Freemoore, it was there again. I have to go my king, I know it in my heart. Please forgive me.” Jardayne took his sash of the Shanadorian stallion, with the Evermont five stars engraved into it, and let the golden green cloth of honor and title fall to the floor. “I cannot let those people, those brave souls, face the legions of Armondeen alone, not when I can be of service. They have perhaps less than a legion of soldiers, against at least four we have confirmed that head for the ruins from Vin Armon. Harron’s past betrayals aside, you know he does not ride with such a force unless he plans to kill. I resign my title and position as Knight General of Evermont, as I must leave you, and help them.”
“You would not dare.” Symond was shocked. “You swore your loyalty to me, to Evermont! And to Shanador!”
“I know Harron Vir Magaste, I know his knights, and I know Armondeen. And I know what they will do, should they find those five that seek a forgotten glory. Title or not, your blessing or no, I must go my king. I will never forgive myself if I do not.” Jardayne knelt once more.
“Then you go alone, stripped of title, never to return to---“
“Hold your wine bucket shut, Symond. Jardayne here may have arrived before you, if my memory serves correct.” Lassado waved his hand and twinkling lights danced in the air.
“No, he did not, he arrived after.” Symond corrected.
“Be that as it may, it is possible that he left with soldiers
before you came, on what he thought was courageous, an act of valor and honor, yes?” 
“I am not following. You are mad indeed, Lassado.” Symond glared up to the old man.
“So he came and took what he thought he needed, a small force, and left before he knew of your orders from High King Borgaine. True?” Lassado waved his hand again, more sparkles.
“No, are you speaking fiction or fact? And why the sparkles?” 
“Damn spell never works. How have you survived as a low king for this long with your head so thick of useless rock?”
“I beg your pardon? This coming from a man who forgot his last name?” 
“That was low, even for you. Anyway, how many men am I worth, five hundred?” The old mage shook his head, staring at his fingers as if they were behaving poorly.
“At least, why?” Low king Symond furrowed his brow.
“Do you honor this man, your knight general here, enough to allow him to follow his passion and word for a time?” Lassado stared as his fingernails sparkled, he tried to shake it off, it would not fade.
“Yes, positions and titles aside, I would do all I could for Sir Jardayne. That is not the point, Lassado.”
“It is the point, Symond. I believe he left with as many cavalry as were here, carrying no banners of Evermont nor Shanador, to assist as he thought best against the tyranny of Armondi threats. In his absence, believing you would return with many forces and the city left well protected, I will stay and guard your city with a watchful arcane eye, personally.” Lassado smiled wide, his eyes beaming with something mystical, much like his fingertips.
“And when word reaches the High King and the council in Acelinne?” Symond looked to the crazed master of magic. 
“I will handle that, myself.”
Symond sighed deep, then stood. He watched Jardayne raise his head and stand with him. The low king walked forward, bent down and picked up the knight general’s sash. He turned his back and walked to his throne, setting the sash upon it, gently.
“Sir Jardayne of Highmont, you are placed on temporary leave from your title and duties. If memory serves me, you left on your honor, with our remaining five hundred cavalry. You went northwest, to retrieve Sir Codaius of Norninne, who was escorting and assisting a foreign noble, on a noble cause.” Symond kept his back turned to his bravest knight. “This meeting, this conversation, never took place. Before I turn around and sit on my throne, you had better make it so. Alden watch over you.”
“Well spoken, sire. I could not have said it better.” Lassado grinned and winked at Symond, then reached down and handed him his crown.
“Thank you, your majesty.” Jardayne did not bow nor kneel to the backs of Lassado of Eisel Ine nor his low king of Evermont. He turned to march out of the castle, in disbelief that he was not in prison. 
“Jardayne!” Low King Symond bellowed as he placed his crown atop his brow. He lifted his greatsword, from the side of the throne, a magnificent blade of ages old steel. He had barely used it in decades, and it was heavy for him in his older years.
“Sire!” He stopped, turned, and looked to the outstretched hand of Symond. He saw the sword, their backs still to him, and he ran fast to take it.
“Fight with honor, knight of Evermont, give Harron and Rohne my warm regards.” Symond whispered, and let him take the blade.
“He will receive your steel, sire.”
He ran, tired and aching with fatigue, as fast as he could down the steps of his glorious city. Many men, including the three knights he had left in charge, were waiting ouside the doors to Evermont Castle. They fell in behind him, wanting to ask where his sash was, what had been said, and where he was going. No one spoke, just followed the fast march of Sir Jardayne. He made the six floors of long steps with but four deep breaths, fighting his exhaustion. He passed the gates to the upper keeps, kept his descending rush of stairs, and turned left toward the stables once he reached low ground. More men fell in, hundreds now in tow. They muttered, as rumor had spread of what had transpired in Freemoore, of the possibility that Evermont would stand against Armondeen.
“Cavalry, Sir Anders, get me all our cavalry. Now.” Jardayne opened the stables. “And strip off any symbols of our kingdom and city. No banners, just the men, the horses, and their swords. I need it done an hour ago.”
“As you wish, Knight General. To where do you ride with such a force?” Sir Anders of Carrelyn spoke as he pointed to dozens of men to be sent to the barracks, the armory, and the supply houses.
“Northwest.” 
“Armondi territory?”
“Yes.”
“With the king’s knowledge, his sovereign orders, and blessings of Evermont?” Anders cast a questioning look to his superior.
Jardayne sighed, mounted his steed, and nodded to the yes, then looked to the greatsword of the low king, and back up to Sir Anders. “No, I do this alone. Will you stop me, Sir Anders of Carrelyn?”
He was confused for a moment, then he smiled at the blade, he knew whose it was. He tore the stallion emblems from Jardayne’s horse, and placed them on the railing. He heard the men coming, the clanking of armor already half on echoed into the stone stables.
“How many men do you need, Sir?” Anders looked up to Jardayne.
“All five hundred we have.”
“Tis’ true then, Harron leads the army, doesn’t he?” Anders wished he could go, but he knew this was secret, and only three knights remained to guard Evermont, three out of ten.
“I am not sure, but they left Vin Armon days ago, surely you have heard.”
“Men! You ride with this man here, you ride hard with no colors nor banner, and you ride those Armondi bastards into the ground!” Anders yelled it over the raucous.
“Hail, hail, hail!” they roared back.
“I will bring you Harron’s head, Sir Anders.” Jardayne grabbed his reins. “If he is there.”
“Just make sure he does not get them, our five friends, promise me that.”
“On the Shield of Shanador, and my honor, by Alden he will not.” Jardayne nodded, looked back once, then spurred his mighty stallion out of Evermont, five hundred men trailing out behind him. The sun glared down, the cavalry charged at a fast pace, and the half legion of Shanadorians headed northwest toward the ruined curselands.
 



Exodus IV:VI
Kakisteele Mines
Azenairk Thalanaxe kept his head low, eyes closed, praying for an hour now in blessed silence. His hand no longer trembled, his tears did not fall, and his fears and failings of all his years had vanished. Outwardly, no one would know of it, but the tablet before him was healing him deep inside, as he healed it with his golden touch. The dwarven priest felt purpose, truth, and the words of Vundren, his God, right here and now. The Golhiarden was the myth of the dwarven race, the truth and commands of their God to His people. It had been broken into four separate pieces, as the holy texts go, for protection from Altestan and their ruthless God. This one of the Forge, long lost and believed destroyed, now lay against the cavern wall in Kakisteele, whole. Zen’s hand repaired and mended every crack, smoothed it back to perfection, and the words went into him without being read. The white stone was complete from its fractured form, and the script was glowing gold and bright, as a soft hum of deep choir whispered in the mines. A dwarven choir, from the gathered ghosts here, and ones unseen.
“It is done, by Vundren’s will, the holy tablet, words o’ the forge, they are healed.”
“Aksuvierre uth drasci uth figoor shemsi bashi, Thalanaxe…”
Hair stood on their arms, shivers danced their spines, and the far off whispers echoed with a woman’s dark voice, again. This time, it was closer.
“What did she say, horned one?” Zen stood, looking at the quarter ton tablet of stone from his faith, then glanced up to Saberrak.
“It matters not, you will never leave this place, Thalanaxe.” The gray minotaur repeated what she had said and stared down at the battered yet closed door that led deeper into the mines.
“We shall see bout’ that then.” He nodded to his friends, strapped on his shield, and picked up his warhammer.
Shinayne led next to Saberrak, the tunnels not as wide as they once were, then James and Gwenneth fell in behind their dwarven priest, keeping him well protected in the middle. The passage declined at a steep angle, yet the golden glow of divine lights flickered from a platinum pillar over another set of golden doors with black powdered crystalline engravings.
“Marnu ninar, means first born daughter.” Zen looked to the ring of keys as he read the inscriptions.
“Serpents wrapped around the twin moons, it is the sign of love, judgement, and the scales of justice. Vasentanessa is their only daughter, that one there.” Saberrak pointed to the key with her symbol.
“Ye’ sure? Not that ye’ been wrong thus far, but serpent Goddess keys in me holy mines and all, just askin’.” Zen reached his hand with the key to the lock.
“I am sure.” Saberrak huffed.
The key went in, the light flashed, and the key was back in his hand without feeling it as the doors opened just a crack, all on their own. One by one, they slipped in through the opening, seeing red glows flashing and flitting in the massive chamber ahead.
“Now that is a sight, by all the Gods and Goddesses of the white moon, look at that.” Shinayne smiled, feeling a tear touch her cheek as they reached another lofty stone balcony with stairs to each side.
Below were hundreds, perhaps thousands, of red, orange, and yellow glowing pillars of blessed divine light. They rose as high as fifty feet, all across a cavern that was as large as the ruins above, just here alone. The shimmering veins and streams of gold and platinum ore reflected the lights from the outer walls and floor, even the ceiling was flooded with deposits of invaluable precious metal. Scaffolds of steel, ladders of bronze, and mining camps by the dozens lay across the lower mines of Kakisteele. Wheelbarrows of mined white iron, piles of silver and rock, and tools of every dwarven sort were still organized and ready. It looked as though the operation was still in progress, would there have been anyone here to continue it. 
“The unfinished mines, full of divine steel for divine forges, Vundren’s holy hammer, I do not believe me eyes.” He whispered, gazing across miles of spanning cavern far below him. “Thousands o’ tons of it, everywhere, more than all the dwarven kingdoms combined, by God, look at it.”
A pat on the shoulder from James brought him back from the breathtaking scene. “Let’s go down, together this time.” He walked to the stairs.
“Aye, together then.” He smiled, eyes still engrossed with the deep delves of forgotten Kakisteele, and the riches yet untaken. Riches uncountable, here in this cavern alone.
The closer they drew, down countless stairs deep under the mountain range, they all saw movement erupt near a toppled statue. At first they all ran, knowing their dwarven priest would charge in. As they closed, they knew the shadows and ghosts for what they were. Memories.
The five walked amidst an ancient battle, one that they could not partake in, as it sprouted from every direction. Pale gray dwarves by the thousands battled a horde of shadowy men from Altestan. Flags and banners were raised, though black shade only, it was obvious who they were. A shattered statue of Vundren lay in the center of the cavern, and soon the silent war seemed all too real. They could almost hear the cries of bloodshed, the screams of long dead dwarves and soldiers of men, and the howl of demons that flooded the air over the lower mines. Apparitions ran through the companions, as if they were not there, while northern shadows whisked by them in their brutal charge. Dwarves already dead, died again. Demonic winged forms tore gray warriors to pieces, and spears and blades of black outnumbered the gray forces at least ten to one. Within half an hour of slow, agonizing walk to the center, it was all but over. The statue of Vundren was destroyed, the dwarves ran deeper, those that had survived anyway. And banners of foreign emperors were raised.
“It is not real, Zen. It is an illusion, a memory set to a horrid curse that wishes it reseen. Do not think that you can change it, it is the past.” Shinayne touched his shoulder.
“I know it, elf. I know, thank ye’. Let us see where they go then.”
The shadows carried on, through the passage further down and south, not a gray ghost of a dwarf left in view. Zen stopped at the statue, black banners that his hand passed through whipped in a furious breeze that was not here. He looked down, then ahead to where the soldiers of Altestan had run in their eternal hunt, and followed without a word.
More stairs, deeper, the air was now getting heavy and thick. The lights were fewer, until Gwenneth shed her green light from the staff. Crystal chunks of green, blue, red, and black emerged from the passage walls that now twisted and turned with rough walls and unfinished sandstone ceilings. Old bits of armor and weapons, mining gear and helms, and dwarven bones now littered the floor. Soon it was hard to walk without disturbing the ancient remains, both dwarven and Altestani alike. The tunnels and corridors were covered with the dead remnants of a war long over, as the memory of it could be seen in shadows, over and over again.
A grand plateau, over an endless black chasm, stretched out of the myriad of tunnels and corridors that led down this deep. Green lights, nearly matching Gwenneth’s staff, shone from above a set of dwarven carved golden doors, twice the size of any previous entry. Their steps were quiet, cautious, yet forward they went across a path of stone with no rails, no bottom below, and no supports in sight. It held, and the five looked to the right of the doors, to a set of eight glistening red stones high in the air. The closer they came to the door with the hammer and moons of Vundren engraved upon them, the brighter the red lights became from their enshrouded height nearly fifty feet up. 
“Stop. Those lights, they see us.” Shinayne whispered as she drew her matching blades.
“Everything sees us here, it is just light, elf.” Saberrak snorted.
“No, she’s right, something moves in the shadows there, hidden.” Gwenneth began a quick chant to illuminate the light of day down here, as her green glow was somehow nullified by the green from the emerald inscriptions upon the massive door. Her fingers waved in a fanning motion. “Hialus, deriande de uathes.”
“Whoa, what in the name of…what is that!?” James drew his griffon hilted blade and backed up as the light cancelled the unnatural shadow that had hidden a giant serpentine statue.
Crash, crash, c-crash!
The lights grew larger, the red eyes that flashed open, two snake like eyes from each of the four smooth reptilian heads. Then, the necks moved, very unlike the stone they appeared to be made from. The stone trembled, rocks and stalacmites fell, and from the very wall it seemed built into, a hydra of sandstone coloring stepped forth on six legs with its thrashing tail behind it. The color changed from yellow stone to dark green scales, the eyes went from red to a wicked purple, and black slivers of irises slowly centered as the creature awoke. Each step shook the earth, its fifty foot necks curled and slithered the air, and four heads came to life with the draconic body of the titanic being. As its fanged jaws opened, and it looked for who dared awaken it, flames began to swirl from its nostrils and liquid fire dripped from its chins.
“She got six legs?!” Zen yelled over the stomping thunderous steps of the beast that was just a statue moments earlier.
“She does!” Saberrak lowered his horns and roared loud. The creature roared in return, and deafened out any other noise.
“Rooooaaarrrgghhhaaeeeessshhh!” The four heads roared and ear piercing screech of hatred and fire into the cavernous air.
“By Vundren and all me dead kin, demon o’ ruin, ye’ will answer to the last Thalanaxe! It be time for justice!” Zen charged in straight ahead, warhammer in hand, shield high. 
He saw Saberrak beside him on a low horned charge, James flanking to the left, Shinayne sneaking to the right, and something crackling from Gwenneth’s hand behind. He roared a fearless challenge to match that of the monstrous hydra that defiled his mines before the very door to Vundren’s sacred forge.
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Her eyes fluttered open, just a bit, enough to see it was night outside and there were candles lit in the room. The bed was comfortable, she felt drunk, yet Queen Katrina of Willborne was alive. 
“Hello?” She said to the darkness.
“Your majesty, yes, I am here. You are awake, that is good. Here.” The woman gave her more of the wine that Lord Waylen had instructed would ease her pain. 
Katrina drank, the wine was good, refreshing in fact. Her eyes adjusted to the night, she was in a lavish room, the drapes were open. Lilac and lavender were both outside and in the castle, a castle she knew well. 
“I am in Willborne Keep, how long?” Katrina sat up. She looked at her arms, then her legs, the injuries were gone and she felt no pain.
“Careful my queen, mind your balance, you have been sleeping many days and nights now. They found you south of Clawmoore, three days past now.” The old woman nodded to the guards that peeked in the doors, letting them know all was well.
“And the dragon? Did they find Rynnth?” She stood, nearly fell over, but caught herself on the bed and held still a moment. She was indeed a bit drunk.
“Not sure, I know nothing of dragons, your majesty. Save old stories and such. I heard one awakened, but they say it is but a rumor.”
“No rumor, maid, I hunted it from the western Misathi to our borders. It should be dead, I need to know.” 
“But, your majesty, they say you are the dragon of Willborne. You are a bit into the wine, for the pain, lay back down now.”
The door creaked open, letting a harvest breeze flourish for a moment as the drapes and Katrina’s nightgown fluttered. Katrina tried to listen, as a noble dressed man entered and whispered to the nursemaid. She could hear nothing, her eyes were heavy, and all her energy was on her balance .
“Your majesty, may we talk?” The man spoke soft, warm, and had a scroll in his hand.
“Is that the order for my execution?” She asked him, his figure was shadowy, she was seeing double.
“No, my queen. That was destroyed two days ago, during the revolt. Many have died since you arrived here, as many wished you dead.”
“A revolt? Who would dare wish to see me live for what I have done, especially here in the capital?” Katrina swooned, the maid helped her remain upright.
“The nobles fought, a bloody battle here indeed, all over you. But, Lord Valistor Waylen and the nobles that allied to him, prevailed. This letter, is an offer of marriage, from Lord Waylen.”
“Ha! So he can be king? I have nothing to offer, besides a crown and the loyalty of my armies.” Katrina laughed.
“Lord Valistor has your armies, your majesty. They have sworn to him. He has saved your life, he wishes a new Willborne, with you and he on the thrones. Please, think of all you have fought for, all these years, has it not been for this?”
“He is handsome, my queen. Rich to boot, and the people suffer without a king and queen to see our kingdom to prosperity once more.” The maid’s words were soothing, almost like a song accompanied them, yet there was none.
Katrina smiled, she felt something, her mind was a pool of wine with visions of Valistor and the banners of Willborne. Things faded, she was sitting now, time had passed. She opened her eyes, and there was another glass of wine, in a different room. She was dressed in a gown now, still numb and drunk, yet sh did not recall drinking anything.
“Where is the maid?”
“Nareene? She had to leave she said, not to worry, you are in my care.” Another young man, noble attire, sigils of house Waylen across his shoulders and chest. She saw the golden dragon chevron with the crossed blades through it, he was of house Waylen.
“What is this dress for, am I attending something formal so late in the night?” Katrina drank some of the wine, her head was beginning to throb a bit.
“Not tonight, tomorrow my queen.” The handsome young man, brought another candle over to the vanity. His blonde hair was curled and streaked with long strawberry accents that nearly caught fire.
She smiled up to him, then looked to the mirror. “How dreadful, look at my hair!” She saw that patches were missing, she remembered the fire from the dragon, her eyebrows had but blonde stubble to match. She started to remember, and took more wine.
“We have ladies coming to help you with that, your majesty. It will regrow, do not worry. You will be beautiful for the wedding.”
“Who is getting married, sir?” She smiled at herself in the mirror, her green eyes still sparkled when they would open.
“You, my queen. The people think you a heroine of the kingdom, the dragon of Willborne reborn, they say. You do not remember?”
“Dragons must die, sir. All of them, if there are any left. Who is getting married again?” She reached for a brush, her hand passed through the candle flames. She felt nothing. Again, this time on purpose, she put her hand into the flame. It felt cool, and her mind swam with flashes of Rynnth in the mountains, and her eyes closed.
“You marry Valistor Waylen, my queen. You signed the offer, half a day past. Our people are celebrating, in every city, already.”
“King Valistor of house Waylen, and Queen Katrina of house  Rendell, the king aned queen of Willborne. It sounds nice, but I do not recall him courting me.” She giggled, her hand still in the fire. Not a mark as she looked, her flesh was fine in the fire as if it were not there.
“He has been busy, my queen. He has allied with King Johnas Valhera of Chazzrynn, and King Phillip of Harlaheim. Caberra has threatened war upon us all, they say."
She looked to the mirror again, nothing surprising her out of her stupor. Her eyes went from green to a glowing red. Katrina of Willborne smiled to herself. “War you say? I specialize in war, sir. Did you know I have been the deadliest mercenary this side of the Garalan River for nearly two decades, since my father was killed?”
“I do, your majesty. And now, you will rule Willborne, with King Valistor at your side. Rest now, tomorrow will be a long day for you.”
“Did you find the dragon, sir. The one I killed, did you find her?” Katrina brushed her hair to no avail, her arms were slow moving and the wine that tasted so refreshing was taking more and more effect. Her eyes closed, everything went dark again, yet she heard.
“Yes, your majesty, we found a dragon.”
“Good, she rots in hell then.”
 “No, my queen. The dragon we found…….”
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Their shields were beginning to glow from the fires they blocked, the roaring flames from two hydra heads forced Zen and Sir James back toward the locked doors. Just as they would stop to breathe, the other two would unleash more lines of fire from their mouths, keeping the knight and the dwarven priest immobilized and blocking massive sprays of flame.
Saberrak ducked a bolt of lightning as it crackled through the air over his horns. It passed, and burned a scorching black hole into the green scales. He saw the tail come again, and jumped in the air with a quick flex of his muscled legs. The tail swept underneath, tearing rock shards up from the floor, and the gray minotaur landed and turned. He rolled under a biting reptilian head, came up next to the fat scaled body, and chopped both greataxes into its side. 
Shinayne, having climbed up the creature’s back, stepped to the left as another head snapped for her. Carice sliced it open from eye to nostril with one slash, then she dove Elicras up under its chin and pulled down its throat. She pulled free and somersaulted across the hydra’s back before the head reared back in pain, pulling her blades low in her tumbling roll. It snapped again, too late for the quick highborne elf, and bit into its own thick scales. Now on its other side, Shinayne dove her longblade into the other purple gleaming orb with a thrust of steel, and continued her laceration with her shortblade down and across the neck again. Black blood poured like a waterfall as the blinded head thrashed through the air.
“Jureste hiathuan desei ex moora durax!” 
Gwenneth held the staff of Imoch tight, pointed it with both hands at the hydra, and felt the fourth rune near the top glow orange. She felt the powers of the draconic words she had learned, the fourth rune of mighty incantation, and suddenly the earth shook from her instead of the beasts’ steps. One, then two, then three massive spikes of stone, sharp as any spear, thirty feet in length, erupted from the floor and pierced through the hydra’s body. Blood pooled beneath it, the body stuck in place, held by summoned earth and stone as the tip of one nearly pierced Shinayne when it protruded through the back.
“RRROOOOaaaarrrrchhhheeeiiiisssssssssssss!!!” The heads, three with eyes and one now without, screamed in horrid monstrous anguish. The beast reared up on two of its six legs, twisted its body free from the stone spears, tearing itself wide open. It charged Gwenneth, ignoring anything else.
Saberrak dove out of its path just in time before being trampled. Shinayne leapt off of the back, onto the tail, then off the tail to safe ground behind it. Gwenneth unleashed another blast of lightining from her hand, then another, only angering the bleeding hydra more as it scrambled on six legs toward her, and the edge of the endless dark chasm.
Just as she went to unleash another blast, two heads screamed fire down toward her, another snapped with black fangs to devour, and the fourth head swayed in blind confusion. She screamed, covering her face, with nowhere to go as her feet backed up to the edge of the plateau. 
Whoosh!
She was gone, right before the flames scorched her spot and the massive teeth ate the charred remains that would have been, something hit her and she fell from the edge into the darkness.
“James, no!” Zen looked up from his shield, sweat from blocked hydra fire pouring down his face, and saw his friend dive into Gwenneth and continue off the edge, at the last moment.
“Gwenneth!” Shinayne had seen but a blur, a blur of white tabard grab her, then a blur of James and Gwenne falling off the plateau together.
The gray gladiator wasted not a word, running and leaping onto the back of the dark green scaled reptile that looked for where its meal had gone. His enchanted greataxe with the sapphire stones cleaved into a neck from behind, then he followed with the other axe, into the same spot. One after another, he slashed deep gouges into the hide and flesh, until he saw neckbone. Saberrak kicked above his axe cuts, exposing the weakened spine. With one brutal downward chop, he severed the vertebrae and the massive neck tore loose and fell hard, squirming along the edge.
Crash!
Zen charged it, seeing two of his friends fall, and unleashed a brutal swing of his blacksteel warhammer. The bones of one of the hydra feet cracked loudly, and he continued to the next one as the fat reptilian body poured blood from its many wounds. 
The hydra shot flame at Shinayne, and she dove to her right and rolled back up to her feet. Another head sprayed fire into the chasm, unable to see, both its eyes cut apart from elven blades. A third shot fire out its decapitated neck, and the fourth snapped for Saberrak, who was too fast to catch as he leapt for another snaking head to cleave.
The beast tipped to its right side, three of its feet and claws smashed and broken from the dwarf. It reared back on its tail, to turn around from the perilous edge, then it tipped forward. Shinayne struck again, her right hand slicing through the tail, her left with arcing cuts that deepened the wound. On her third precise cut with Carice, the thrashing tail tore off, snapped from its own muscle as she severed the bones in the center. The hydra leaned forward, instead of turning, all its balance now toward the chasm.
“Saberrak! Get down!” Zen raised his shield, heaved, and slammed himself into the rear leg. He grunted, lifted, and pushed with all he had as the claws scrambled and slipped on a bloody stone floor.
Saberrak leapt from the forward end of the hydra, slid down its back over the severed tail, and rolled to his feet beside Shinayne. All three of them now pushedthis monstrous beast from the rear, well covered from its fires, yet it held its ground as its claws dug into the stone. It was weakening, trying to back up, and it stopped its gouts of flame. Inch by slow inch, it pushed the three back, its wounds slowly healing by mythical means, unbeknownst to anyone.
“Push! Come on now, push this bastard off the edge!” Zen roared it loud.
Crash, Carrooom, C-crash, Carrooom, Crash!
Sparks of fire and lightning, a hail of deadly showering stone shrapnel, and three explosions of arcane power ripped into the ledge the hydra pushed away from. The still slithering decapitated head slid off, falling without a sound. The rock crumbled, chunk by massive weakened piece, and fell to the chasm without end.
“Desmo de ruillas thrahas!” Gwenneth yelled, staff of Imoch in one hand, James wrapped tight in the other, as she hovered in the air above the darkness. His ancient shield was held out to the side, glowing faintly as he squinted his eyes from the blast.
Three white pulsing orbs of ice slammed into the cracks in the stone plateau. A mere moment later, as the hydra pushed back against its foes, the rock ledge grew cold, then exploded. The hydra scrambled, but its claws found nothing to grip that was not tumbling down. Roaring hisses and screaming flame once more, the massive beast fell forward, followed by tons of broken stone. Zen, Shinayne, and Saberrak backed up a few steps, watching the hydra slide and fall into the black beyond. No one heard an impact, just a faint thunder from below and a small dot of fire that vanished quickly.
Gwenneth, James holding on to her tight, levitated across the plateau and landed softly. Their feet touched the safe ground together, yet their embrace lasted a few moments longer. She looked to him, he looked back, eyes so close they could almost touch each other with their lashes.
“Thank you, for…that…very brave, James Andellis.” She whispered.
“I merely did what any knight would have, for a beautiful lady…Gwenneth. Thank you…for bringing us back up.” He whispered back, her breath was close, her lips moved an inch from his.
“The shield, eh?” Saberrak interrupted with a pat on the knights’ shoulderplate. 
“Fell like a feather.” James laughed to the minotaur as Gwenneth backed up from their moment of closeness, yet kept his eyes on her. She smiled to him, keeping her eyes on his the same.
“That was the craziest thing I done ever seen, James. I would expect it from Shinayne, even Saberrak, but you? Diving into an endless chasm, ye’ got spirit boy, no doubtin’ that. Glad to have ye’ back.” Zen smacked him on the back and smiled. “You as well, me black robed destroyer, you too.”
“This coming from the dwarf that just tried to push ten tons of fire breathing hydra off a ledge?” Shinayne sheathed her blades and grinned, she took a deep breath now that everyone was safe.
“Aye, that was a bit insane then too, I guess.” He chuckled, then looked behind them, to the giant double doors of gold. He walked slow, drawn to the holy hammer and moons symbols upon the battered and war scarred gold. Azenairk touched it, the green light hummed faintly, soft and sad, and he took out the keys from his belt.
“Virnu vetar, means third born son…means Vundren, by God, tis the doors to his divine forge. I cannot believe it.” He wiped a tear from his face, then another, and placed the key into the lock. The same strange flash, the same unseen force opened the doors enough to pass, and the key was in his hand without him removing it. “We made it, glory to God, all o’ yours too, we made it.”
“Gathes morides tazhumul mastri hydra devoth ur mazu, Thalanaxe…”
“No, she is dead, the demon is dead…why does she still speak? It’s not possible, we killed her.” Zen felt the air grow cold, saw more ghosts of dwarves on the other side of the open doors. They looked back with sad faces, as if they were waiting for something, something terrible to happen. “What did she say, minotaur?”
“You have desecrated my hydra of ruin, I curse you, Thalanaxe…” Saberrak felt the words, his hide grew tingly with chills upon repeating them. He looked down to Zen. “I believe she is down there, this Arabashiel, we are not done yet, my friend.”
“Ye’ be right as rain on that, horned one. I need to be sharin’ a few words with her in fact, and I don’t think she will like what I have to say.” Azenairk stalked ahead, into the dark corridors, deeper down into the holy forges of his God. 
Azenairk stopped, took a deep breath, and bellowed into the deep caverns of Kakisteele. “And quit talkin’ in that old decrepit language, will ye’! I speak dwarven and Agarian,  just them two! So if ye’ wanna threaten me, ye’ better learn to do it so I can understand ye’!”
“Enjoy your ability to speak, Thalanaxe, you will not have it for long, I promise you…” The voice rippled the air, cast chills along the walls as it echoed, and spoke in a seductive yet dark female tone.
“Much better, thank ye’!” Zen tapped his hammer to his shield, and marched ahead. 
Without a word of disagreement, his four friends kept pace. As they walked in, the ghosts bowed their heads, but did not follow. They knew what was down there, but could do nothing to stop these five brave mortals. So they prayed, prayed in their eternal silence that their deaths would be quick and painless. They knew they would see them all too soon, in the neverending gray, and they would fight on forever. Just like they did. For the dwarven spirits here remembered Arabashiel, enough to know that she was unstoppable, immortal, and the daughter of the dark God of Gods.
 



Kendari IV:II              
Vin Armon, Capital of Armondeen
“Beware allies that are too good to be true, follow too closely, or take more interest in you than they do themselves. Falseness is the deadliest weapon your enemy has.” Spoken by Herrimus, first king of Harlaheim, bane to the northern oppression of the Empires of Altestan, and secret member of the Red Wolves of Agara.  Circa 2245 B.C.
“I have told you, elf, no one enters Arnhast this night. The queen cannot be seen, now leave.” The lady in black kept her hand on a scimitar that was sheathed at her side The twenty guards stared at this strange visitor, and his deer, with furrowed brows of confusion.
The Nadderi elf dropped his cloak, pulled off his black chainmail shirt, and then his black tunic. He set them arcoss his deer, and the deer looked at him with an odd glance.
“This is not necessary, elf. Please stop and leave. Vin Armon does not permit elves…” Her words trailed off upon seeing this most strange elf disrobe from the waist up.
 His flesh was pale, scars of many battles upon him, yet his spiraling patterns of black that looked painted into his skin stood out the most. From fingertips to his pointed ears, from stomach to his forehead, this odd elf was decorated or cursed in wicked fashion. His hand dragged slowly from a black burn that looked like a thorn in his abdomen, to a flaming triangle with peeled skin around it on his chest, right over the heart.
Kendari’s green eyes stared to hers as he smiled. He bowed again, as sick as it made him to do so, and then spoke softly. “Tell her majesty that a faithful servant of Cancuru has arrived, a priest with a virgin offering if you would, who has been sent to honor her in all that she does in the names of the Eleven. I have been sent by powers greater than you with an important message from beyond, so take me in. Now.”
She had seen that sign before, never branded so, but it was the symbol of Cancuru, second born Nochtilian child of God, she had no doubts. She looked to the deer, then to this marked elf with a wicked gleam to his eyes, and then to the Tower of the Sceptre where strange red lights and flames were shadowing out the windows. Andorra had stated no interruptions, not one for any reason, but this was different. She dared not refuse a messenger from the eleven, which this elf obviously was.
“Come with me.” She waved him in, seeing the deer was tied with a leather strap around the neck, and his black horse was tethered back before the gates.
“As you wish.” Kendari of Stillwood dressed quickly, nodded to the deer without notice, and smiled as he passed the guards. “Tend to the horse, if you value your souls.”
He saw the skittish nods, even heard footsteps toward his stolen steed from Kivanis, and he tried not to grin. Past the black wrought iron spiked gates, into a lavish courtyard filled with midnight patrols of Armondi men, Kendari looked up to the three towers. One with a talon, mostly dark in its eleven stories. To the opposite, a gray stone tower with a lance was more busy with lights and motion, but only on the lower floors. In the center she led him, to a tower with a scepter, and toward the dark chanting and crimson lights that danced out the draperies above. Two scraggly guards with black solid eyes stepped forward, then stepped aside as this lady guardian of the queen raised her hand.
Up ten floors they traversed, past more strange eyed men with blades that neither spoke nor moved. Kendari pulled the deer a bit, hearing him slow in his clacking steps, reinforcing that he was in charge here. 
“Those men, are they…what I think they are?” He left the question open, digging for quick answers, using his peripheral vision to place the layout to memory.
“You have heard of the Nataloni Nochti?” She responded.
“I have, yes indeed. I have heard much in fact, how is it she has so many?” Kendari lied.
“She has twenty two, it has taken years of sacrifice, over a decade in fact. But her personal guardians are the deadliest killers, both infernal and mortal, and they see everything.” She stopped as this elf grabbed her waist and turned her softly, a touch that was as much force as it was lustful.
“I have fifty in my temple, somenight I will show you.” He bit on her ear, playfully, then ran his hand up her thighs. He whispered in the arcane tongue, feszra faeyl, and a red glow came from his ruby pendant. He could now see things unseen, all around.
“What was that, those words?” She questioned, but did not resist his grasping hands.
“It means dark pleasures await thee. It is more beautifully spoken in my native tongue.” He lied some more, easily.
“My lord, I would most enjoy that.” She trembled as he pushed her against the wall. “But, I do not know your name, faithful priest.”
“Kendari of Stillwood, and I would prefer the title High Priest Savant, if you would be so willing.” Kendari kissed her soflty on the lips, biting just a nibble, then motioned with his eyes for her to lead on ahead. The deer nudged his leg, hard, showing his silent disapproval.
“Shall…shall we then?” She stuttered and led up to the tenth floor.
“Yes, but I will be seeing you after, your name was…?”
“Lysette, I am an acolyte guardian to the priestess, queen Andorra. There are many of us, trained with the blade, and in rituals, and…” Lysette grabbed his dark hair, pulled close, and kissed him furiously with lust and dark desires. 
“Save some for later, my sweet acolyte.” Kendari pushed her back, gently after at least a dozen tongue filled repetitions between their lips.
“Yes, High Priest Savant, forgive me. My lust is drawn, being so denied in my service, I did not mean to offend.” She bowed and continued up the stairs.
“No offense, young one, none at all. Shall we?” Kendari took notice during the foreplay, of seven of the Nataloni guardians here below, three more near the tenth floor, and the other twelve had positions in the other towers. The scimitars on them were enchanted with dark arcane magicks, as were their daggers, and even the blades and robes of these acolytes had infernal design. Kendari saw it all, without looking, during the embrace of this young girl of perhaps twenty years.
As he followed to the tenth floor, three sets of eyes went from black shadow to white solid gleams. Three curved blades and three wicked daggers crossed in front of him. Three shaggy heads of grizzled beard and unkempt hair smiled, fangs of black dripping with saliva, and their near naked gray skinned bodies were now between he and Lysette. Kendari went for his blades, on instinct, thinking his ruse was somehow undone.
“Stop, he is a guest of the queen.” She listened to words that made no noise, somehow conversing with them, then she turned to Kendari. “Your blades, you may only enter unarmed, and alone.”
He thought hard, they had the advantage, blades drawn across his chest. He knew he had a chance, despite his positioning, to take them here. Kendari unbuckled his belt, and set his sheathed blades across the deer. 
“As her highness commands.” He knelt next to the deer, staring into his brown trembling eyes. He rubbed his small horns soft for a moment, then grabbed hard. “Wait here, I will be back for you in awhile.”
The doors were ordinary, yet the acolyte bowed before entering nonetheless. She pushed them open, the Nataloni Nochti resumed their haunts in the shadowy corners, and red lights glared into the foyer of the tenth floor.
“Do not touch my offering, it is still a virgin. I expect it to still be so when I return.” Kendari glared a sideways glance to the hidden infernal men he knew were there.
Lysette knelt to the floor, Kendari did the same, yet his eyes could not help but take in the room. Bodies, naked women, all gutted with black burned gazes, lay in a circle with their hands nailed to the feet of the others. They were stretched, connected with black spikes to one another, and fire rose from the chest cavities where organs should have been. Blood pooled on the stone floor, the corpses were marked with infernal designs, most of which he had never seen. In the center of the circle of sacrifices, runes and blood smeared writing was fashioned with at least thirty flaming and beating hearts. He felt the rhythm of the cut out organs, beating in time to something dark that was coming from inside the circle. Green moonlight danced its way in through the windows, and the blood smoldered more when the light reached it. Kendari felt for his blades, but they were not there, so he looked up.
Tapestries hung all over, depticting demonic winged beings fornicating with men and women that appeared human. An altar on the far side of the room, draped with blood soaked cloth from ceiling to floor, held a stone figure of a naked man with wings. The statue was covered in entrails, fire licked from its eyes, and the small horns pulsed with red light. Two red tomes radiated the same light, as a naked woman covered in blood and dark scripture swayed on her knees and chanted softly. Kendari could only see her back, a little hint of her breasts as she moved, yet he found himself already enthralled with her. He squinted his eyes tight, fighting off the rhythm of her voice and the beating hearts of these dead women.
Lysette waited until the queen had stopped chanting, then took her black robe to her and covered her from behind. She whispered softly to her ear, bowed, and backed away out the doors. Kendari noticed the three dark figures hidden, the deer trembling, and the doors were left open just a few inches. A pair of dark eyes watched him from the crack between the doors, never blinking.
“You may rise, High Priest Savant of Cancuru, and tell me what message you bring from beyond.” Andorra of Armondeen spoke as she turned around to face this marked elven stranger.
Kendari leaned forward, kissed the bloody floor, then rose to his feet and met her dark eyes with blue painted designs. “I am Kendari of Stillwood, your highness. I was sent to bring offering, a virgin sacrifice of Seirena, to assist in your summoning.”
“I need not the blood of animals to complete my rites, elf. I have never heard of such things, you lie.” 
“Do I? Perhaps I do, often in fact. But, how many times have you performed this conjuration infernal? How many times has Harron duplicated it? My guess would be none.” Kendari tried to recall the conversation he and Angeline overheard.
“None, but I assure you it is perfect. The child of Shukuru, Kashtamias, Knight of Infernium, is arriving soon. My offerings here are correct, as will be those of Harron. I believe it is time for you to leave, Kendari.”
He stepped around the circle, nonchalantly, looking at the preparations and words infernal as if he knew what they meant. He squinted from time to time, hummed to himself twice, and looked upon the grotesque scene with interest. Andorra circled as well, keeping to the other side of the unholy fires, opposite him at all times.
“Here, this area looks in need of blood.” Kendari pointed to a dry spot inside the wall of fire. He could not reach in the circle without being burned with demonic flames, so he remained outside the area, without his much needed weapons. He thought of another lie quickly. “My gift was given by a dark messenger, named Nareene. This deer, was taken from birth, from a sacred temple of the Whitemoon. It was fed the blood of virgins, the waters of the cemetaries, and it has been groomed for sacrifice.”
“I have never heard of such a thing, beautiful as it sounds.” Andorra stared at this elf, watching his every motion.
“Queen Andorra, I am over six centuries old. I know many things, books you have or not, that you likely have never heard of.”
“You know much, there is no doubt hence this summoning is secret, as are the movements of Amirak Harron to the south.”
“I am blessed with the knowledge of all you do, and who he will offer as sacrifice in the curselands. I know of the elven woman, the minotaur, and those that have trespassed. I know more than you may think, Queen Andorra.”
“I see, so sing me a hymn to Cancuru. Show me then, priest of the eleven.” Andorra smiled and fell to her knees. “Better yet, show Kashtamias, for he is here. He will know if you are false.”
Kendari knelt fast, seeing horns, two curved black spiraling horns, raise slowly from the fiery circle. Red light poured through the floor, green moonlight beamed into the chambers, and the song of a thousand demons screaming for blood whispered in the tenth story of the tower of the Scepter.
“Hail, Kashtamias, child of Shukuru, Knight of the Seventh Hell!” Kendari spoke with conviction as he kissed the warming floor of blood and red illumination, inches from the circle of corpses.
The forehead rose, black skin, shining like pure dark water on a moonlit night, then the eyes of crimson with deep green pupils. The head had a human appearance, despite being twice in size, and it looked up to the ceiling where the patterns now glowed as well. Horned tips of black feathered wings graced the mortal air, then its mouth and long curled chin came into view. Kashtamias opened his fanged mouth, revealing bulging teeth of curled yellow bone, and a forked tongue that dripped with blood.
“Greetings Andorra, faithful of the eleven.” His voice was a shuddering of growls and whispers that blended horror with song. He turned his head to Kendari.
“Who is this?” His hand, black thick skin with three fingers and a thumb each ending in a curved yellow claw, rose from the circle.
“He claims to serve Cancuru, and has come with sacrifice.” Andorra looked up with a smile of pleasure.
“I am Kendari of Stillwood, bane of Seirena and the Whitemoon, hunter of her devoted, and the only of my kind to survive the Nadderi curse. I have a virgin offering, blessed by the mother of your father, the mother he despises and hates from his pit eternal. I offer it to you, great Kashtamias, and welcome you to the night.” Kendari bowed, keeping himself calm as possible, thinking only of clearing his mind and visualizing the fires in front of him in his head.
The pause was the length of forever, longer perhaps. Then the infernal knight spoke.
“I smell your virgin deer, I sense the mark and brand of service to my uncle over your heart, and I can see the curse of the Whitemoon on your flesh. Rise, Andorra of Armondeen, rise Kendari of Stillwood, and let us honor my coming to your world with prayers to each of the eleven.” Kashtamias whispered with the force of thousands, the fires inflamed all around, and the light of Gimmor grew strong in the chamber.
Kendari smiled, meeting the eyes of Andorra through the flames, and she smiled back. He took off his shirt of enchanted steel, then of cloth, and stood with his hands clasped. His brand was glowing, it ached, yet he did not look. He watched her disrobe, barely able to stop his loins from stirring as her naked voluptuous form stood beyond the fires. She began to chant, Kendari watched her perfect lips, anticipating what she would say, and repeated the unholy verses softly as the son of the devil rose up from hell before him.
“Soon, I will be consecrating a temple. So sing, both of you, sing with me of my father, Shukuru, who ruleth the hells of judgement. Sing to the eleven, so that I may go to the ancient city of temples, and bring about the dooms of Agara.” Kasthamias laughed, looking across as he rose through flame and blood, from the seventh hell.
 



Lavress IV:III              
Temple of the Whitemoon, Central Chazzrynn
“Just a little further Liogan Andellis, you can make it.” Lavress Tilaniun pulled him along on his right shoulder, the heir prince Bryant on his left. The hunter of the Hedim Anah was exhausted after two days and nights of being chased, and they had not stopped for even a moments’ rest. 
“I can’t…I cannot…go on…leave me…Lavress. Save, the…prince.” His breaths were shallow, his skin was pale, he had lost too much blood.
“If…I can…make it…so can…you…Knight of Southwind.” Bryant could see just enough out of one eye to make out the face of the wood elf, Lavress, who had rescued him and killed Jehrale Valhera. He could see Liogan Andellis too, the young Chazzrynn man beside him, the one that had taken the crossbow bolt into his ribs during their escape.
“I..am a…knight of…Chazzrynn…my prince…” Liogan whispered out of force, not desire, his breaths were very short now.
“I forgot…Sir Liogan…my apologies…The battle…my father…when can we …go…back…Lavress…?” Bryant could hardly take in air, the pain from his broken bones shot up his side.
“Ssssshhh…no time for that, we are close, but so are they. Hurry now, be silent.” Lavress pushed on harder.
The forests of the southern frontier kingdom had been clear ahead of them, thankfully so. Lavress pulled his two injured companions over another hill, into a steep valley, nearly tripping as their feet dragged in the brush and roots. They had run, sprinted, marched fast, and stumbled the whole way. Their only rest had been when Lavress turned to face a few of their followers. Bryant and Liogan had not seen it in the night, but their savage hunter had dispatched eleven Valhirst soldiers and four man-panthers already. He knew from his occasional climb into the higher trees, that many more were on their trail. Too many to fight alone. He had killed quickly, quietly, and then resumed their flight to the only safe spot he knew of in Chazzrynn, the sacred Temple of the Whitemoon.
“The grove, I see it ahead. Almost there men. Keep moving.”
He saw the false smiles on their faces. He was amazed Liogan was alive, most men would have died by now. The bolt was too deep to remove in the wilderness, so he ran with it still lodged into his side. Bryant may not have been able to see, but all three of them heard victorious cheers to Johnas Valhera shortly after their escape two nights’ past. Lavress assumed that the heir prince knew why, and he decided not to allow an answer to any such question. He had to keep them moving, or they were all as good as dead.
Lavress heard growling in the distance, not a quarter mile behind them, feline growling. The sun would not rise for another four hours, the panthers were midnight black, so by the light of the moon, he would fight, alone. He had seen over twelve last time he checked, he hoped some had given up the chase.
“Lavress, hurry!” It was not Bryant, nor Liogan, but another voice from the sacred grove.
Lavress knew the voice, the ogre outcast, the guardian of the temple. It was Grnikol, his twisted spear in hand, and his purple eyes and small yellow tusks gleamed in the moonlight.
“Help me, please.” Lavress collapsed at the white stones that encircled the sacred grove before the stairs. Bryant fell into the arms of Grnikol, Liogan fell to his knees and drew his broadsword. Lavress thought of Shinayne, of his training, yet his face remained in the cool grasses outside the temple.
“Get up Lavress Tilaniun, you have brought enemies.”
Grnikol carried Prince Bryant into the temple entrance, the white stone was closing slowly, but already it was a tight sideways fit for the small ogre.
“Who…who..are you…an..ogre…?” Bryant turned his head at a funny angle to see who was carrying him. His head bumped the stone, his body was unable to give the strength to his neck anymore.
“Yes, though not like the ogre your kingdom fights, Prince of Chazzrynn. My name is Grnikol, and I am taking you to the princess Ramaya-nun. She is waiting for you, be still now.” His words held no power, yet the calm of the sacred temple did, and Bryant Salganat fell into dark slumber as his body began to fail. 
“My princess, I have two more outside, the heir prince is here. I go to battle, may Seirena bless you.” Grnikol bowed fast, set the prince down at her feet, and stomped back out of the temple to face whatever was coming.
“Hurry, my guardian, the doors close soon. Be brave…” Her hair was wild with red waves in the air, her voice a song from the fey, and she flew over to the dying human prince. The granddaughter of Seirena, on of seven remaining fey matriarchs, kissed him on the lips and began to pray. Sparkles of dust circled the air, the temple whispered, and Ramaya-nun heard his heartbeat strengthen, just a little.
Grnikol could sense predators on the wind, not far over the hill before the sacred grove. The winds told him, the grasses warned, and the trees moaned. He looked to the knight that had saved his king last time he was here, Liogan Andellis, he recalled. Grnikol walked up to him, seeing the projectile deep in his ribs, and his white tabard stained with far too much blood. He knew the boy would not live another hour. Then the ogre looked to Lavress, still face down in the grass, beyond exhaustion. 
“Liogan, I need you to come with me.” Grnikol walked him over to the temple, then grabbed him and carried him down.
“No, no, no! Damn you! I will stay and fight, I can, my place is with Lavress..stop, damn you, stop…” Liogan had not the strength to fight him, though he struggled as best he could.
“Niastae, priestess of the Whitemoon, help me please.” Grnikol ran sideways, his chest and back scraping the closing stone. He set Liogan down, slowly on his side, minding the bolt in his ribs.
Liogan’s eyes closed, as a sphinx with the face of a woman breathed over him. Her braids of mane dangled in his face, her eyes teared, and she folded her wings back and sat over him as little nixies flew all around her. 
“I cannot, you know this. I have to close the temple while Ramaya-nun saves the prince of Chazzrynn. We cannot leave it undone and open.”
“Please, something, anything. I will hold them off until it is closed.”
“I do not know, Grnikol, I can make no promises here. He is badly injured.” Niastae, priestess of the Whitemoon for her princess, prayed out a feline song, and focused on trying to save the young knight she remembered fondly.
“Try, please. I go out now, and I shall not return.” Grnikol made the sign of love to the sphinx, from heart, to chin, then to his lips with his hand. He did not wait for a reply, but marched up the stairs and forced his girth through to the top. He knew he could not get back inside now.
“Blessings of the mother upon…” Niastae’s voice faded in the distance below.
Lavress was still on the grass, face down, eyes closed. Grnikol ran to him, knelt, and then looked up. Fifteen black panthers snarled in the moonlight of the full Gimmor and crescent Carice. One of them had a patch over its eye, and it growled at the edge of the grove with its brethren.
“Time to get up, hunter of the Hedim Anah. Time to stand with me.” He whispered as he planted his gnarled root spear into the earth.
“I cannot move, so tired, I…I…help me up.” Lavress felt his falcata in his right hand, the kukri dagger in his left, and some sort of cool wind rushing over him. He felt the trees, the grass, the air in the grove was trying to help him. He got to one knee, and looked up at the yellow and green eyes not one hundred feet away.
“Get up Lavress, I cannot take them alone.” Grnikol pulled him to his feet, then grabbed his spear. He looked back at the  stone entry, still wide enough for a man to get through, and no one to close them further. “The temple is not closed.”
“We are dead, we cannot take that many.” Lavress sighed, looked back to the doors, then lifted his blades. “But, we can make them bleed for their dinner.”
The panther with the patch snarled, stopped his pacing, and began to run toward the grove. The other fourteen followed. Then twenty more crested the hill, and then the sounds of soldiers echoed behind them. Valhirst soldiers.
“My sentiments exactly. Back to back, til the end, and none of them get through. Agreed?” Grnikol sighed, hoping Ramaya-nun or Niastae would close it in time.
“Agreed.” Lavress spun his blades round once, took a low stance, and waited. “To our deaths.”
“It has been an honor already, Lavress Tilaniun of the Hedim An---“
The first panther lunged at Grnikol, and he lifted his spear as a staff just in time to send it over the temple stones through the air. The one with the patch raked the ogre’s arm as he went airborn, and landed on all fours far behind the temple.
Lavress slashed with his forward curved blade, then followed with the curved glowing dagger, splitting the neck of a massive black cat wide open. Another raked his calf, then a different panther clawed his forearm, they were surrounded.
Grnikol plunged his spear across and through the neck of one attacking Lavress, then spun his weapon and stabbed it back into the face of another. As it recoiled, he turned and dove the tip down its throat. His thigh tore open from a snarling cat, its teeth clamped down hard then released. Its head fell, severed by the falcata of Lavress.
Snarling hisses grew closer, the claws ripped as they passed, and blood sprayed from the two lone warriors in the sacred grove at night. More arrived, panthers padded over their dead brethren that had reverted back to naked men in the moonlight. The sounds of soldiers, and of a brutal battle on the hill outside the grove, barely reached their ears amidst the constant fight at the temple.
 Lavress looked back, noticing the temple doors were not closing, and looked to Grnikol. “Who seals the temple?” He asked quick, in between stabs and thrusts into black fur. 
“No one, they are too busy saving the humans I carried down.” Grnikol speared ahead again, through a panther chest this time, and caught another with his hand as it leapt for his face. The teeth were inches from his throat, yet he held it, until Lavress plunged his kukri dagger into its side and twisted.
Lavress felt another rake of claws across his back, then another, he fell to his knees. He spun from the ground, and dove both blades up into the stomach of the beast intending to devour him. Two more took its place as it howled into a dying transformation from cat to man.
He rolled to his feet, his body wet from blood, mostly his own. A spear thrust killed another in front of him, adding to the ten or more dead already. Yet more than twenty circled and lunged at them, tiring them out, waiting for the moment to finish them. Grnikol could no longer stand, his left leg had nothing below the ankle but twisted torn flesh and bone. Lavress grew dizzy, his arms were lowering without him realizing it.Then they heard it, a battle charge from the hill.
“To the Prince of Chazzrynn!”

Twenty blood covered stallions charged, banners bearing the falcon of Chazzrynn and the feathered cross of Alden fluttered in the moonlight, and Lord Alexei T’vellon swung his broadsword low and took the head of a bounding panther as he yelled. Less than twenty behind him, the Lord of Southwind raced his men into the thick of black cats in front of the temple. Behind him, there were dozens more, and many scattered soldiers of Valhirst, but no more knights.
He looked down to Lavress, glanced at the ogre holding on to him for support, and dismounted as his men engaged the black cats. “The prince, Sir Liogan, where are they?”
Lavress pointed down the white stone walls to an underground temple. He was not sure if Alexei would take him prisoner, or assist, their meetings had been less than cooperative in the past.“They are alive, for now.”
“What do you need of me, Lavress Tilaniun?” 
“To hold this grove until we can close the doors, Lord of Southwind.” Lavress bowed. “But when it closes, we will be far away from here.”
Alexei dismounted, and so did his now fifteen remaining knights that he had gathered north of Valhirst and on their journey. He had double backed, seeing a force following the heir prince and his rescuers. He had managed to gather fifty men, but many had died in the constant battles to this spot. He reached out his hand, forearm to forearm, with Lavress Tilaniun.
“Southwind will see it done. Forgive me, friend of Chazzrynn. You are a far better man than me.” Alexei T’Vellon stood in front of the limping ogre and the savage wood elf. “Knights of Southwind, we hold them here!”
Lavress slid through the opening, looking back only once. He saw Alexei raise his shield, then his men made a half circle around the entrance, shoulder to shoulder. Grnikol stood on one leg, spear in hand, and Lavress knew he could not fit down the stairs. He nodded, and ran to the temple sanctum as the sounds of blades, panthers, and battle most bloody reigned from above. Crossbow fire began, snarling cats met the steel of Southwind Keep, and the outnumbered men fought like lions in the night.
He stumbled past the temple rooms, ignoring the pixies and nixies, stepping over little goblins, yet he did not hear the song of the fey that would close the doors. He turned into the throne room, the vines and jewels were lit, but no one was on the throne. He looked left, to the just over two feet of Ramaya-nun laying over Bryant Salaganat. He turned right, seeing Niastae the sphinx with her paws on Liogan Andellis. Neither of them looked up to him, they were deep in prayer, and Lavress knew there was nothing he could do for them.
“What…what…do I do…” His breath was also faint, his wounds were so many, his body wanted to collapse and his skin burned with claw marks.
…Close the temple, Lavress, please. If we leave them, they will die here…
It was the voice of Ramaya-nun in his head, but she did not look at him. Lavress looked to the throne, he had no idea how to do the things they did.
“How, tell me how.” He whispered as he sat in the throne, it was but a little chair to him. 
…You must think only of love, and breath in thoughts of that love, then exhale wishes to that love, and sing out a verse to that love…
“But the prayers, the words to Seirena, to your mother and Siril, the Whitemoon…I am no priest…I do not---“
…There are none, Lavress, there are none. You hear our devotion and purest love when we pray, that is all. You must find yours, soon, before it is too late. They are coming, they will be through soon…
Lavress thought hard, tried to calm himself, and breathed in deep. He thought of Shinayne, the sacred grove of Viala Simnorr, where he and Shinayne first kissed.
…Good, Lavress, good, breathe now…
He breathed in the aquamarine eyes trimmed with silver of his beloved, her golden locks of hair so long, and her beautiful lips and cheeks. Then Lavress breathed out, they were dancing, it was perfect, and he knew she loved him without question. Their blades twirled in kata, hands and eyes never leaving one another, and then they kissed. He saw it all in his mind, like all their meditations and spiritual elven meetings.
…Yes, yes, now sing to her Lavress, sing to her and your love will close the doors if it is true…
Lavress forced out the sound of battle above, focused on his visions of Shinayne T’Sarrin, and opened his mouth. He tried to remember the songs she would sing to him in the groves, long ago in Kilikala. His words, ones he did not put there, came out in elven, describing exactly what he could feel. His body ran red with more blood, it dripped down his legs and back and over the throne, but on he sang.
“Hialde ures de amteruas ethea de, ahmoliaro…”
The stone began to move, Lavress felt the pull of something powerful, from his chest through the throne. His eyes opened, there were vines growing from the walls at a fast pace. Pixies flew into frenzy, nixie boys sat in prayer in front of him, as did goblins of all sorts and small sizes, and so did the beautiful naked dryads as their leaves fluttered in unseen breezes. His heart quickened, his wounds seeped, and his eyes rolled back.
“Jurali ethmes dafora Shinayne kialu, teotearo…”
Lavress sang of every moment they had met, in the flesh and otherwise, since she was a child. He expressed every feeling he had for Shinayne, and the fey of the temple wept as they heard how long the two lovers had been apart. He prayed for her safety, her heart to be close to his, his eyes closed again as the pull was tremendous on his body.
“Liolie ruande arestana haiye, Shinayne lodanaro…”
Caroom…crack…crack…
The temple doors shut, the song ended, and Lavress Tilaniun of the Hedim Anah, fell from the throne. He was unaware, but leaves of rich green grew from the ground, sparkling with lights and love, and caught him as he fell. White flowers began to bloom around him. The vines wrapped him close as his body bled the earthen floor. Not a creature stirred, just cried and stared, as he lay still. Slowly, one by one, all of the gathered spirits of the Whitemoon sang songs of his bravery, as the temple moved far away from Chazzrynn. The sphinx continued her desperate prayers over Liogan Andellis. The fairy princess Ramaya-nun whispered healing powers from the fey to Bryant Salganat. The temple shook, moving fast through the realms of the Whitemoon, to an unknown destination, a mystical journey that Lavress Tilaniun would never see.
 



Exodus IV:VII
Sacred Forge of Vundren, Depths of Kakisteele
The battle had begun again, more horrifying than before, yet all five of them remained calm as they walked the sacred cavern. Gray dwarves fought and died in silence, one of them resembling a splendid king covered in plates of half moon steel discs, and wielding a half warhammer half battle axe weapon as he led a retreat. His crown was fused to an open faced helm with spikes and stones adorning it, and his shield of two crossed crescent steel moons was killing as many Altestani shadows as his regal hammeraxe was. His beard of dark braids swung from side to side, yelling orders that only the other dead could hear. It was plain to see, outnumbered at least twenty to one, that these gray apparitions would not last much longer against the shadows of demons and men from ages past. It looked like this was their last stand, a circle formed of the dwarves, and it ever shrunk against the hordes of Altestan.
The cavern widened, white light drawing their attention beyond the false battle. Zen walked through it, saw through it, and made for a curling ramp of stone that led down. His friends said little now, seeing that he was at peace with the falseness of the scenes, no matter how vivid and terrible they were. His eyes, much focused on battle and finding she who held this place cursed, opened wide as they reached the bottom of the ramp.
“The holy forges, pinch me, slap me, somethin’ please.” 
Smack
“Thank ye’ Saberrak, now both me shoulders ache.” Zen stared across the flat sandstone cavern, seven rising steel furnaces, hundreds of feet in the air before him. Stairs went up in circles around them, dwarven engravings glowed faintly from their smooth outer walls, and at the base of each a golden fire still smoldered. 
They stepped closer, seeing anvils of white iron, as big as horses, glisten with long lost divinity. Hundreds there were, all with white iron hammers and tools resting alongside. Each forge had a bellows that would take ten dwarves to operate, a small set of tables and chairs for meals sat with forks and bowls, and even a prayer alcove built into each one. The symbols on each were not all of the hammer and moons of Vundren, however. The largest held the design of the dwarven God upon its steel face. The others held symbols of Alden, Annar, Haddius, Solumet, Siril, and Vasentanessa. 
“The forge, it be for those keys, the ones ye’ been speakin’ of Saberrak. By Vundren, tis a forge o’ the, o’ all the…the…”
“Carician children of the white moon, one for each of them.” Saberrak finished his statement for him.
“Aye, them. Look at all that white iron, the platinum, the golden blends o’ steel, by Vundren’s holy hammer tis a lot it is.” 
They walked in slowly, dwarfed by the massive structures of divine origins, and kept south toward a set of stairs. Zen furrowed his brow, seeing the black steps covered in skulls and bones, piled high, and the door was not of dwarven craft at all. It was made of bones, fused and black, shiny and marked with strange designs that looked less than friendly. He knew where he had to go.
Suddenly, the kingly figure ran past them, through them, all alone. His gray form making no sound, yet he was injured as gray blood poured down his armor. He snuck, ducked from view, as if being followed. He turned into the forges, twisting each way, and stopped at the forge of Vundren.
“What is he doing?” Shinayne watched as the lone gray figure knelt below the opening to the forge, and pulled out a leather bag. He was crying, yet he scooped ashes into the bag and tied it shut. Then the apparition placed a key inside of a box, then a rolled parchment, and shoved the bag inside as well.
“That be him, that be Mudren Sheldathain, by Vundren it is. Why is the king not with his men, dying in the battle?” Zen followed Shinayne, the others close behind.
The ghost went on to the right of the forges, against the shadowy wall, and met with someone or something. There was nothing there, just a small passage, big enough for a dwarf perhaps. Yet the ghost was talking, on a knee, lecturing someone that was not there. The five companions stood right over him, watched him embrace someone, then another smaller someone, his arms wrapping around air alone to their eyes. He took off his armor and helm with the crown, handed his hammeraxe to someone, and then gave the box to someone else. Still, there was no vision of who he was speaking to. He pointed toward the passage, even pushed someone to go, then began looking back to the forges behind him. He ran, sneaking and hiding, trying to take cover.
Zen sniffled and wiped his eyes. “He be giving the box, me box, and all he has to his family or someone. Oh God, what is that? Why don’t he fight, why is he runnin’?” 
A dark form, a shadow with wings, twelve feet tall and surrounded by flying demons, stood over them. Red eyes formed, her hand pointed, and the demons swooped down and smothered the ghostly king of Kakisteele. He did not fight, he dropped his shield, and was carried off. The demons went through the bone doors, as did the massive figure, as did the king. Then the shadows faded, all without a sound.
Azenairk reached for him, his hand passed through anything moving, and he knew it was but the past. Still, he whispered. “No, don’t take him, no…”
Shinayne reached down in the shadows to where the apparition of the king had been, and felt around. Nothing.
“Someone has been here.” She drew her blades and looked around, now that another horrifying and vivid scene was over.
“What makes you say that?” James drew his blade as well, trusting her instincts.
“He dropped his shield here, should still be there, but it is not. So, someone has taken it.” Shinayne looked around, the ghosts were gone, the shadows of past demons and men had vanished, and the cavern of the forges was silent and still.
“I know who has it, and she be through that door there. I bet me dwarven ars on it.”
“And how much praetell, is that worth exactly?” Gwenneth smiled.
“Not much, if we don’t kill this curse and the witch holdin’ it so.” He smiled back.
“Then let’s open that door, the one with all the skulls to greet us.” Saberrak huffed.
James paused, thinking he heard faint cries. It sounded like women, children too, but he saw nothing. He looked to the pile of ashes at the base of the steel forge, then it faded. He turned to follow the others, and noticed Shinayne’s blades were glowing as she held them low to her sides. He looked down, so was his. It was a strange glow, a white golden hue, almost as if the steel was catching light that was not there, or was, long ago. He blinked, and when he opened his eyes, it was gone.
Saberrak made a path, gently as he could, through the remains of long dead and charred dwarven bones. He stood before the doors, his eyes were glowing blue with faint flames, he felt it. He read the script on the door aloud, despite it being in the ancient Gimmorian tongue, rather than dwarven like the other passageways.
“Sealed forever are the souls that pass, the judgement of Gimmor is held by Arabashiel, child of God Yjaros and ….and….there is no name there, just markings where one used to be.” Saberrak snorted, not liking the impulses he was feeling from the black onyx slabs before him. He tugged the handles regardless, and they held fast.
“Which key, chosen one?” Zen held up the ring of keys to the gray minotaur.
“Not Annar, surely not Alden. Not Seirena or Megos either. That leaves the triangle of vines, and the eyes on the twin moons, neither we are sure about.”
“The triangle was on Angeline, from Vallakazz, I doubt that symbol has anything to do with curses.” Gwenneth stepped over the skulls and bones, eyeing the massive doors. “Those other symbols, they are infernal and arcane blended, a Gimmorian script. They are wards of very hateful incantations, try the eyes, the one you are not sure about.”
“What is your reasoning, wizard.” Saberrak looked down to Gwenne, knowing they all watched his eyes now.
“Elimination, the ones we have used, plus the ones we are certain would have nothing to do with a door like this, equals an obvious fact. Use the one we know nothing of, trust me.”
“Sounds risky, and truth be spoke here, I do not follow ye’, but, I cannot argue either. Here goes it.” Zen put the key with the moons and feminine eyes into the lock. 
The stone shuddered, the cavern shook from top to bottom, and the skulls skittered down the stairs from the vibrations. The onyx slab began to melt, as did the key, and they backed up quickly. Zen tried to pull the key loose, but saberrak grabbed him and ran back. The door liquified into molten black lava, eating away everything, including the stone stairs. Further back they went, as the cursed door became a sizzling puddle and then began to evaporate. The smell was acrid, the air was foul coming from the green lit chamber beyond, and soon a golden stair was all that remained of the once dark passage. The tremors continued, like a rhythm in the deep underground. They looked to one another, and walked up the golden stairs.
A lone figure, not a ghost nor shadow, stood at the top to meet them. He was short, stocky, and carried but a crossed crescent shield. His beard was mangy yellow, his eyes glowed red, and he was covered in soot and filth from head to toe. A dwarf, a dwarf with horns sprouting from his forehead and jaws, with fanged teeth, and with a demonic appearance nodded to them as they came closer.
“Come, Arabashiel awaits.” He spoke deep and sad, as if he had nothing to live for, and turned to walk in.
“Mudren, Mudren Sheldathain?” Zen took a quick look, yes, his friends were all armed and ready. None of them moved in fact, they waited for him.
“Aye, once I was.” He kept walking. “But no more, you will see, come inside. Best not keep Her waiting.”
“I have yer box, I am Azenairk Thalanaxe, the heir to Kakisteele. I am here to…” Zen hung his head, confused, then he felt anger.
“It don’t matter who you is or what ye have. We all end up the same, and so do all who have dared pass into these lands.” His voice grew faint, his steps far ahead now, black shadows danced where his still shadow should have trailed.
“Side by side, let’s finish it.” Saberrak walked ahead, patting Zen’s shoulder, and stood with him. He raised his horns, stared into the throneroom ahead, and gripped his axes tight. He could faintly make out a figure on the throne, but it was immersed in shadow.
“Aye.” 
“All the way, like I said. To whatever end, Azenairk.” Shinayne stood with Saberrak, took a sideways stance, and raised her chin high.
“By Alden, and all the others, I say we set this place free once and for all.” James saluted the throneroom.
“That’s the spirit, James. Allright, Gwenneth, any last words?” Zen tapped his hammer to his shield and grinned.
“The only last words you will here, shall be Hers.” Gwenne’s eyes flashed with electricity, white pulses that matched the green glowing staff in her hand, and she smiled into the throneroom of Kakisteele.
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Harron saluted with his hand held high, and his loyal captains knelt before him, all but his son. He made a fist, letting his trailing legion of cavalry to halt before the ruined outpost. He looked west, the sun was rising through a cloudy horizon. The Lord Amirak of Armondeen gazed up, Gimmor was full and Carice was but a crescent in the early morning sky, as Andorra said it would be. Four legions of infantry remained on a knee as he passed the tents, his cavalry pulling up to them and dismounting as he neared the hill where his knights and lords awaited his arrival.
“And where is the storm that has circled this place for supposed thousands of years?” He laughed as he dismounted his black stallion.
Sir Yaelsh smiled, with his scarred cheek and lip, then stood with a high handed salute next to Prince Rohne. His black hair was short, his armor gleaming and black, and his eyes had a wild dark look to them. “My Lord Amirak, the winds were gone when we arrived. I say, they never were. My men thirst for some killing, I hope that caravan arrives to quench it.”
“Direct, as usual. Glad to have you and yours, Yaelsh.”
“I have seen them, when I neared these lands years ago. Black and mighty, impassible indeed. But now, just a circling gray breeze, my brother.” Bishop Thohne rose and embraced his older brother. They looked like twins, only the wrinkles of age set them apart. “The eleven favor us, and have removed the storm to allow us.”
“Indeed.” Harron motioned for Orlimane and Cetreus to rise.
“Welcome, Lord Amirak, the camp is set. It has been difficult to remain outside such a vast ruin. Are you prepared?” Old Lord Cetreus motioned to the packs on his horse. His gray wisps of hair blew in the breeze, as did his stringy black and silver beard. He seemed impatient and frustrated, as always.
“I am, we have much to do.” Harron climbed to the top of the hill, he looked over the ruins of Mooncrest, the charred temples, the green marble tower, and the vast castles and dried up city long forgotten.
“I think the temple district would be fitting, for what we are to bring about.” Sir Orlimane spoke dry and deep, like a grave. His bloated body, thick, fat, and muscular, wobbled in his heavy armor. His shaved head and layered neck were pale for an Armondi man, yet like all the others nobles here, his dark eyes had a smear of blue paint across them, out of respect for the blue eyed Altestan nobility they were supposedly descended from.
“My Prince, what are your thoughts.” Harron nodded to his son, keeping his respects, despite present noble company all aware of who his father truly was. Harron knew, as did they, that Ian could not make children with his first queen. Harron knew he had not the will to try with Andorra, as did they.
 “I agree, Lord Amirak. The summoning should take place in the heart of the once sacred city. The temple district will do, the desecration will be fitting.” Rohne sneered, then turned to his father.
“Your journey was less than boring, I heard.” 
“Yes, I stand corrected. The five fugitives, now trespassers in our lands, were not in Freemoore. However, their followers were. Should Evermont assist them, I will expect to be allowed on the field, I owe the Bear of Evermont a brutal death.” 
Harron put a hand on the Prince’s shoulder. “You did well, my Prince. Now we know that the gathered forces were not a waste of effort, for a small army and a caravan of refugees are en route. You accomplished much for your kingdom, and have my thanks.”
“Save the flattery for someone you need to impress, Lord Amirak. I know what is said of me in the corners and tents of the soldiers. They follow you, not I.” Rohne turned and looked into the ruins. “Fear not though, when Ian is dead, and I am king, that will change.”
“As you wish, your highness. For now, we need to prepare, your mother is waiting from the tower.” Harron surveyed the five thousand men making camp in the flatlands north of the hill and outpost. “The camp is good, the men will not see what we are doing. We need not frighten them, in case they are needed.”
“I know, I picked the spot, father. Since I will be standing back here, in safety.” Rohne walked to get his horse, knowing full well that his mother, Andorra, had give orders that he was to stay away from any danger or combat.
“Careful, my prince, titles only here. Besides, if there is a battle, I will need your courage with the reserve…” He stopped his comforting lecture. Harron waved his summoned captains toward him. His son ignored him, and kept his pace away from the hill.
“Men, pick only your squires and servants that you trust, or can be killed if need be. You will be with me, at the site to welcome Kashtamias, Knight of Infernium.” Harron received the nods and bows he expected from his four loyal Armondi nobles. 
“And the city, brother?” Thohne Vir Magaste looked across the ruins, watched the strange black clouds circling above it, and then gazed to the mountain ridge on the southern edge.
“I need one legion, yours Sir Yaelsh, if you would. Break them into their ten platoons. Set two on patrol around that ravine, three along that mountain trail, two to the western palace district, two to the east side, and one here at the outpost.” Harron strategically pointed to where he thought any danger might arise, and where the five he was to sacrifice could emerge from.
The Smiling Knight grinned, drew his scimitar, and marched to give the orders. “No looting, not yet, correct Lord Amirak?”
“Correct. We will have time for that after the summoning. And when they appear, I want them alive.” 
“And if they struggle or fight?”
“No rape, I need all their appendages, and I need them alive. Understand?” Harron gritted his teeth and tried not to grin. He had fought with Yaelsh many times, in many bloody battles. Keeping him to task was always difficult.
“And the refugees? Prince Rohne mentioned some knights, a lord from Harlaheim, and a dwarven brigade that accompanies them. If they come?” Lord Cetreus queried.
“We have seen no sight of them west, yet some of my scouts have yet to return.” Sir Orlimane spoke up.
“If they come, and I hope they do, we slaughter them all. We take the women as slaves, butcher the men, and hang the children from the temple walls.” Harron nodded with a serious look to his eyes.
“May God watch over us all. Would you all give me an Amen?” Thohne made the sign of the feathered cross, backwards on his priestly tabard, and began to laugh. They all followed in chuckles, even Orlimane and Cetreus had trouble keeping their solemn disciplined dispositions.
“Amusing, enough now.“ Harron wiped his smooth face, as if wiping the smile away. “We will set the circle in the center of the temples, I will need silence, and Prince Rohne will remain back here to ensure no one gets anxious. Set your men, and meet me there.”
“Hail!” They said in unison the the infamous general of the armies of their kingdom. 
“Hail the eleven, and the son of Shukuru that we will honor, very soon.” Harron smiled and led the noblility and their servants over the hill, out of sight from the main armies, and into the ruins. Soldiers with blades and shields, many with halberds, and some with crossbows, all carried Armondi banners into the city with Sir Yaelsh. They fell into groups of one hundred, as ordered, and marched through Mooncrest to their posts and patrols. 
Harron saw many winged forms notice them, from the clouds of black above. He reached into his saddlebags, took out an iron inverted ringed triangle covered in dry blood. He held it up to the sky, to the far off circling demons by the thousands, and it glowed red and a wisp of black smoke trailed behind him as he continued on. The clouds glowed red, the same, and wisps of smoke dangled and grew from them. Harron pointed, saying nothing, to where he would perform the rites to Shukuru. The wisps of smoke went there, from the clouds above, down between the temples, and touched the ground. Harron smiled, seeing the demons fade back into the black swirls, and left them to their business.
“You knew the demons would be there?” Thohne commented upon seeing the infernal magicks already taking place.
“No, but Andorra did. They serve Zafiel, ruler of Nirakas. They say he was close with Arabashiel, a Gimmorian supposedly cursed to here, hence his demons above. They recognize and sense the power of their superiors, when it is shown with conviction, brother.” Harron smiled, still holding the holy symbol of Shukuru high as they marched in.
“Conviction, yes. Blessing that Alden’s faith is not so aware.” Bishop Thohne laughed again.
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Their steps were slow, cautious, yet side by side the five companions walked the golden floor of the throneroom. Dark shades of figures danced along the cavernous walls, to their left and right green fires roared from giant black braziers filled with skulls, and the air was a tangible heavy force of thick suffocating stale air. The towering golden throne ahead only fifty feet, smothered in circling shadows, they saw the cursed dwarf, Mudren Sheldathain, take a knee on the steps that led to where he must have once sat as king.
“My mistress, my Gimmorian Queen of Judgement, they have arrived.” His defeated and hollow voice echoed in the once lustrous and holy place, now full of darkness, death, and eternal torments of the past.
“Sit next to me, servant.” The shadows parted, black feathered wings unfolded, and Arabashiel, the thirteenth Gimmorian immortal, opened her purple gleaming eyes. 
They froze, the mere glance of her seductive smile and dark glowing eyes halted their steps with unseen power. She stood, to a height of nearly twelve feet, her wings stretched with black feathers to twice that across, and her body looked to be made of dark green marble. Smooth it was, without an imperfection, and white iron chain garments over her breasts and hips were her only coverings. Her hair moved, long and black to the floor, waves of straight midnight that danced with the shadows around her. Pointed black nails, gleaming black teeth with slightly enlarged canines, and her face appeared to be carved by divine artisans. Despite the darkness that emanated from Arabashiel, she was intoxicating to behold. Her small telltale horns barely shown, appearing as a circlet of black curled spikes that made a ring around her forehead and hid into her hair. Those lustful feminine purple eyes blinked slowly, she spoke in whispers, and she stretched as if she had been sleeping for centuries.
“Thalanaxe,  you and yours killed my hydra, you owe me a sentinel for my eternal halls. Behold, you brought me a minotaur though. Perhaps you are not as useless as I had thought.” Her whispering laugh entranced, and Mudren Sheldathain laughed with her.
“I brought ye’ a warhammer for your head, will that suffice, witch?” Azenairk walked forward, felt something enchantingly warm from his helmet, the helm of Saint Tarumin from Ansharr. Her words did nothing to him. As he stepped, he glanced back, he saw his four companions were struggling.
“All alone you challenge me, Thalanaxe? For it seems your friends are busy with their thoughts.” Arabashiel sauntered down the stairs, but twenty feet from the dwarven priest. Her graceful steps echoed with a resonating power. 
“What have ye’ done to them, demon!?” Zen roared, his friends unblinking, unmoving, and Mudren laughed from his cursed lips.
“Some endless wine for the drunkard, perfect and delicious indeed.” A small ripple, without color nor sound, washed through the air as she spoke.
 James looked to his hands, there was no shield nor glistening griffon hilted broadsword. In his right was a goblet, golden and shining full with red wine. In his left was a bottle, uncorked, and flowing gently over as if divinely enchanted to never stop. He smelled it, pouring over his hands to the floor, everything else was still. There was nothing else moving, his surroundings were hazy, and he slowly lifted his hands.
“Let them go!” Zen pounded his warhammer to the floor, a massive echo tore through the ominous dread of the throneroom, and she laughed more.
“I think not. Eternal glory and bloodshed for the horned savage maybe?.” Arabashiel stepped closer and the dwarven priest so full of courage was now backing away. Her words carried dark curse and the embrace of desire through the air.
Saberrak heard his name being chanted by tens of thousands, the world was still, but to his left was an arena. He looked at his body, covered in golden armor, his hands held the heads of defeated foes, and the crowd wanted more. He started to walk to his left, everything else around him a blur.
“James, Saberrak, what ye’ doin?! Wake up! Wake up!” Zen smacked the two staring warriors with his shield, their arms were at their sides, and they seemed to not know he was there at all. Nothing happened.
“It is of no use, priest of Vundren. Forbidden love and noble dreams for the elven princess.” Again, the air rippled with force, the shadows danced furiously on the walls, and the brave dwarf before her was backing up further, all alone.
Shinayne was in the grove, the sacred grove with Lavress, her hands held no blades. She was queen of Kilikala, and her king was dressed just as a noble highborne elf. Thousands bowed as she passed, hundreds of griffon riders saluted in airborn honor, and she walked with her beloved to a majestic castle of elven antiquity. She forgot everything else.
“All the known arcane powers and wordly fame for the hungry wizard.” Arabashiel stretched her wings wide, smiling wickedly at Azenairk. “You see, it was never meant to be, Thalanaxe. I was meant to be, sent here by God, and you are but a mortal who worships a lesser thing. Now, for you, what is it you desire?”
Gwenneth was in a daze, she heard the words, felt the power of this immortal being. Yet, the tempatation was not there, she resisted. She sensed the infernal magicks at work, she looked to her left hand, and the ring of Kalzarius was glistening as the air rippled around her and the others. She thought of what he had said, that the ring would absorb dark arcane powers, she blinked but did not move. She waited.
“I desire ye’ let me friends go, and we do this fair. How bout’ that?” Zen shook Shinayne’s arm, then Gwenneth’s, still recoiling from the winged woman over twice his height. The air wanted to tempt him, but nothing got through his sacred helmet. He lowered his head, looked to the demon, and stopped his frantic attempts to wake his friends. His warhammer twirled, he turned to face her alone, yet Gwenne’s fingers caught his sleeve.
“They are mine, forever. All I need is to take away that flesh.” Arabashiel fanned her fingers on her right hand, shadow swirled, flames smoldered, and a curved scimitar over seven feet in length grew solid. It glowed like embers of a dying fire, it smoked with shadows, yet the black blade and golden hilt were perfect. She raised it over Saberrak, and smiled at the last Thalanaxe. “You seem most resistant to temptation, little priest, so you choose. Who dies first?”
“Suirazlak!” Gwenneth said the word, the name of the arcane master that had created the ring, backwards. The ring flashed white, all through the room, and Arabashiel turned her purple gaze to Gwenneth. She smiled to the twelve foot Gimmorian not fifteen feet in front of her with an immortal blade raised high. “What you offered, I already have, demon.”
“Shesh uzhul camiradius eth vazhles ur!” Arabashiel roared, not like a graceful immortal woman, but as if a horde of demons were chanting through her chest. Her eyes flashed bright, as did her blade, and the air rippled with a force that shook the walls, infernal powers unleashing all around.
“Suirazlak!” Gwenneth held her staff forward, even though it was the ring of Kalzarius that absorbed the dark powers directed at her and her companions. The ring glowed white, small sparks pulsed out of the enchanted band, letting her know it was near full of stolen energy.
James looked around, he had his blade and his shield, the wine had disappeared. Shinayne blinked, her blades were in her hands, the grove had vanished. Saberrak roared and staggered back, his arms held his axes again, the arena vision faded away. Gwenneth winked to Zen, he winked back, and they walked forward.
“Impossible!” The Gimmorian mistress of curses screamed and pointed her fingers, more rippling air issued, the walls cracked around them. The golden floor buckled, the braziers exploded with skull and green fires, and debris whipped across the throneroom from her mere whims. 
“Suirazlak!” The power was absorbed once more, into the ring, a ring that now throbbed and burned Gwenneth’s finger. 
“How ye’ doin’ that?” Zen stood in awe as his friends woke up and Gwenne dueled the demon with words and magicks.
“Divine defiance through better arcane practices, but I cannot do it again. Shall we?” Gwenneth took off the ring and hurled it toward the throne. She focused on it, striking it with arcane force as it neared Arabashiel. The white glowing band exploded with a tremendous flash of power, sending Mudren Sheldathain to the far wall and incinerating the skulls that littered the steps.
They all covered their faces with their arms, turned their heads away, and the deafening blast echoed from the throne where Arabashiel had been. The dust settled, the shadows still danced, and in the dark aftershock and smoke, two purple eyes opened and glared down at them.
“Your blasphemy will not go unpunished.” She spoke with anger, with hate, and leapt off the stairs toward the five defilers of her sacred dark eternity, without a mark upon her.
Saberrak lowered his horns, raised his axes, and dove at the charging demonic woman. His axes crossed, meeting her curved smoldering blade in midair. They crashed together, blade to axes, and the minotaur held her advance as she pushed down with all her force. His legs pushed ahead, her form nearly twice his size, yet he held her, barely.
Lightning ripped through the air, striking Arabashiel in the face, then again, Gwenneth unleashing all she had. James rolled under her striking wing, blade glowing blue and gold, and cut deep into her side with a quick slash. Shinayne feinted to roll low, then sprung up over her grabbing hand, and cut across her ribs with both blades. The cuts were deep, she bled red, and the highborne elf landed on the steps. Azenairk slammed his hammer into her hip, then swung again, but her dark feathered wing slammed his chest sending  him backwards. As he recovered, the other wing did the same from the other side, and knocked him over sideways, then again, and to the ground he went.
Arabashiel let up on the mighty minotaur, tired of the standoff, and kicked forward. Her naked foot hit him solid, sending him end over end for twenty feet or more, and he tumbled onto the broken stone walkway with a crash. Another cut in her side, never had she been injured in her immortal life, and she slashed her curved blade toward the knight. His shield blocked it, but still he flew back into the wall from the force of the blow. Another burning cut, then a painful thrust of enchanted steel into her back, the blades of the elven woman hurt her as well. She caught another lightning bolt with her free hand, then another, dissipating them harmlessly in her fingers.
Shinayne slashed with Carice, meeting the giant curved scimitar as it parried, then she dove Elicras high, in feint, and drove it into Arabashiel’s thigh. The scream burned her ears, yet she managed to sidestep the counterattack as the scimitar smashed the stone where Shinayne had been. 
A blast of fire erupted over her head, and Arabashiel ignored it. A line of green acid whipped through the air, and she caught it with the palm of her hand, dropping the harmless liquid onto the steps. She swung her blade at the elf, who leapt over it. Again, and her elven foe ducked under. She raised it up high, then rushed her.
Shinayne lunged ahead, rolled between her legs as a clawed hand grabbed, a blade larger than her crashed the stone, and two mighty wings slammed toward her. She rose up, behind the demon, and sliced both blades twice, each attack severing the marble flesh on the backs of her legs. Arabashiel screamed again and fell to a knee. She noticed her blades had a strange golden glow, and that she was alone up here. Just as she went to strike again, an immortal backhand caught her face and sent her spiraling down the stairs.
Arabashiel stood and turned toward the five mortals. The hammer had not hurt her, the arcane powers were but annoying, only the blades of the knight and the elf held her attention. She smiled, concentrated, and her injuries slowly began to heal with green glowing immortal force. She walked the steps quickly, as her enemies gathered themselves to their feet.
“Servant, call the demons of judgement, we have victims to offer.” She caught an orb of freezing cold from the wizard with her palm, it did nothing, and she let the ice fall from her fingers.
Mudren Sheldathain shook his head from the explosion, stood, and staggered to the throne. He felt weak, he heard the crying of women and children faintly nearby, yet he had to obey his mistress. He sat in his once throne of gold, and let his red glowing eyes roll back, then focused on the shadows. The dancing shades on the walsl began to collect, take form, and scream from the stone. “Yes, my Gimmorian queen, I will summon them.” 
Zen pulled Shinayne to her feet, Gwenneth took her first breath after her barrage of at least a dozen spells, and James staggered toward them. Saberrak stomped up from his far off landing, rolling his shoulder and growled low in pain. They all backed up toward the forges together, Arabashiel stalking toward them, with no visible wounds from all they had inflicted. Shadows from the walls leapt toward the throne, demonic screams erupted from where the cursed dwarven king sat, and the five companions backed up more.
“My blades hurt her, as did yours, James.” Shinayne whispered as they fell back in step through the melted door to the golden steps of the forge. Her lip was split and her cheek was swelling, the elven noble had never felt force like that before.
“I know, but she is still too strong, too fast.” James’ head was bleeding from his impact with the cavern wall.
“My powers are not harming her much, but I can try and slow her.” Gwenneth wiped the sweat from her forehead.
“Time for some help from Vundren.” Zen slammed his hammer to the ground despite the pain from his bruised chest. Light flashed from the weapon and the forge dedicated to his God at the same moment. His warhammer glowed and hummed as he prayed silently. “Saberrak, what be your plan?”
Saberrak twirled his axes as they spread out in the cavernous forge. The gray minotaur paced, back and forth, building his anger and rage. He raised his horns, eyes glowing with blue flames, and he bellowed at the approaching immortal as she reached the stairs beneath the melted doorway. He saw many demons behind her take flight in the hall of the throneroom, real ones, not shadows this time. He growled low and stared. Saberrak said nothing, not one word. He turned to his friends, a determined stare crossed his face, and he ran toward Arabashiel.
“You heard him!” Zen slammed his hammer to his shield and charged. “Vuumber!”
 



Kaya IV:III
Refugee Encampment, Ruined Outskirts of Tintasarn
The people stood, watched with curiosity and suspicion, as Lady Kaya T’Vellon, Sir Codaius of Norninne, Sir Leonard and Sir Karai of Harlaheim, all rode hard into the encampment. A woman they had never seen, as fast on foot as the charging horses, kept pace. Were it not for the serious and determined looks on their faces, the refugees would have shouted their names and applauded their arrival. All five made for the tent of Rosana, dismounting quickly as they approached, and spoke to no one. Julia Whiteblade met them at the royal tents, did a quick dismount, and strode in behind them, closing the flaps tight.
“Father Garret, where is Lord Cristoff!?” Kaya was sweating from the hard ride in the hot morning steam of the uncharted west. “We need to speak with him, now.”
“Ssshhh.” Garret, Brunnwik, and Drodunn all put their fingers to their lips at the same time as the tent filled with armored knights and captains. 
“Rosana is sleeping now, but not for long I am sure. The baby is coming, today, likely when she wakes up.” Garret looked in distress. His hands were smattered with blood.
“Will she…is she going to…what is wrong…?” Kaya whispered.
“The baby is early, she is not ready, but we cannot wait.” Garret looked to the table with the small knife and the pile of rags, all with traces of blood. “The baby, or the mother, will die if she does not deliver within a few hours time.”
“What can we do?” Kaya glanced to Codaius, Julia, and the knights of Harlaheim.
“Pray, m’lady, just pray.” Brunnwik sighed with his hammer and moons held tight in his grip. His other hand wiped Rosana’s brow with a clean wet towel.
Angeline walked forward, no one here knowing her from anyone, yet no one stopped her. She placed her hand on the womb of the former queen of Harlaheim. She closed her eyes, listened to the morning air, and smiled.
“The boy is strong, with a good heart, full of love. But the cord is around his legs, it needs to be cut for the mother to deliver and survive.” She opened her eyes. Everyone was staring at her.
Drodunn flipped open his book, his tome with all the names and goings on he had written in for decades. “What be your name, lass?”
“Angeline of Charity, of the Knights Soujan.” She bowed. “I have asked the winds to assist, the sky to bless, and the sun to heal this woman and protect her child. She will survive.”
“Uhhh…huh….” Drodunn Anduvann raised his red eyebrows and continued writing, yet gave an odd look to Brunnwik. The High Hammer gave the same suspicious look to Father Garret, who merely shrugged and sighed.
“My good dwarven priests, at this point we will accept all the help and prayer we can.” Garret tried to smile, but his concern for Rosana and the baby was keeping his very serious.
“Uhhh…huh…lady of knights, calls upon wind and sees future of pregnant women…named Angeline…” Drodunn kept writing.
Garret looked past the lady in green robes, the dwarves, the knights in silence, and felt something from Kaya. “Lady T’Vellon, what is it?”
“I do not want to worry you here, you have enough to handle. I need Cristoff.” Kaya wiped her eyes, seeing Rosana somewhat pale, breathing quick, yet asleep. She wished she could stay to watch her would-be sister, to help her in her desperate struggle, but she had seen the army. She knew what she had to do.
“Are we in danger, Kaya?” Garret looked at her, then all of them, and the men hung their heads.
“We are, father.”
“Who and how many?” He washed his hands in the water basin, made the sign of the feathered cross on his chest, and reached for a dry towel.
“Armondeen, five legions. They are camped just north of an old outpost, a mile north of the ruined city.” Kaya breathed out deep, trying not to show her anticiptation at describing the mythical city she had seen from afar. Her mind focused on the five thousand soldiers that were preparing to enter it instead.
“We have how many here?” Garret kept drying his hands, looked over to his holy longsword against the small makeshift altar in the tent, and closed his eyes in silent prayer.
“Five hundred dwarves, mercenary companies from Freemoore number almost four hundred, Harlaheim has but three hundred or so, and fifty from Evermont with Sir Codaius.” Kaya kept breathing, wishing Alexei was here. He knew all the strategies, fought and led all the battles, he would know what to do.
“That be nearly thirteen hundred, say fifteen hundred if we sent a call to arms into the caravan, and that be including us, right?” Drodunn did some quick math and looked to everyone in the tent.
“Correct.” Kaya smiled, a false smile of hope, and nodded to the dwarven priest.
“Do we have anyone to call upon, anyone nearby that…” Father Garret knew the answer, and did not finish his question. They were days and days from any civilization. The former queen could not be moved, they had not found the five they sought, and now an army that was four times theirs encroached on the ruins they needed to enter.
“Sir Jardayne will come, he swore on his honor. He will be here.” Codaius nodded but kept his eyes to the floor.
“With how many, though?” Kaya asked.
“At most, one legion.” 
“Then we will still be vastly outnumbered, by over double our numbers. Can we move, further away, into the foothills or mountains?” Kaya looked to Garret.
“No, not a chance. The horses, wagons, nor the queen could  make that journey. Our people have traveled across all of Shanador, in the summer and harvest months, they are at trail’s end, Lady Kaya.” Garret sighed and rubbed his face. “After the baby is born, we could make a slow withdraw to Evermont or Freemoore, but…”
“But, those five thousand soldiers could be here within a few minutes’ time. We would never make it. We are hidden here, around the south and east of the Kaki Mountains. Should we move, we will be spotted.” Kaya sighed.
“Do they have scouts?” Drodunn was nervous now, it showed, he put his book away. “We need to get me brother, Tannek, now.”
“They did, ten scouts that will not be returning, that is.” Kaya smirked. 
“Then our time is short, surely whoever leads that force will know when his eyes and ears do not return to report.” Garret paced, watching Rosana, looking to his sword.
“Lord Amirak Harron Vir Magaste, and yes, he will know when his scouts do not return. Jardayne and I know him, all too well.” The Bear of Evermont sighed.
“What do we do, father?” Kaya let the desperate words escape her lips, thinking of the now ten thousand refugees waiting to see the promised lands of myth, and of Rosana and her unborn son.
“I see three priests, four knights, and one mercenary leader turned loyal captain, here in the tent. However, as our exodus continues to amass difficulty, I see one noblewoman, sent to me by divine purpose, Lady Kaya T’Vellon. You decide.”
“Me? Father do not put this upon me, I will get Lord Cristoff and---“
“He is an hour north, or more, and an hour back. In that time, we could be attacked. Give the order, m’lady.” Drodunn stood, reached for his axe with a trembling hand, and nodded to Garret.
Kaya closed her eyes, thought hard, and exhaled. Everyone stared, waited, and prayed quietly to themselves.
“Captain Julia, send a call to arms throughout the caravan, as quiet as possible, see what you can gather. Then arm them with whatever we have, and take position by that northwest ridge, nothing gets through.” Kaya looked to her fast.
“Yes, m’lady.” Julia nodded and marched out.
“Drodunn, organize the dwarves of Marlennak, take the center of the valley between the ridge and the crags, form a line across, crossbows ready.” She nodded to the dwarven priest.
“Aye, will do until me brother arrives.” Drodunn marched out next.
“Sir Leonard, take the remaining cavalry and watch the east for scouts or patrols. Sir Karai, with the Harlaheim soldiers to the western foothills, halbreds ready. Sir Codaius, your cavalry are in the center, next to the dwarves, ready to charge should anything approach.” Kaya thought of the positioning, did as she though her twin brother would do, and tried to remain calm. All her missions, deadly spots with little hope that she had survived, but this was different. She had no false name, no mask to hide behind, and it was an open battle rather than an assassination. Thousands of lives were at stake, something she had little experience with.
“Garret, Brunnwik, save the queen and her unborn son. I ride to find Cristoff, and I will ride fast.” Kaya nodded, received the affirmations of approval back, and turned around. She came face to face with Angeline of Charity.
“I will go with you,the trees have told me where to find who you seek. Follow me.” She felt the direction, marched with the wind at her back, and led Kaya to her horse.
“Your senses were right about the scouts and army, I hope they are correct about Rosana and the baby, and they had better get us to Cristoff quickly. Let’s go.” Kaya straddled her stallion, turned southwest, and followed the green robed lady knight through the forest of dead branches and sandstone hills. Kaya thought again, of Alexei, hoping he would approve of her actions and quick decisions. She realized how much she missed him, though she was doubtful he felt the same.
“My feelings are always right, follow me.” Angeline smiled. “And yes, your brother thinks of you often and would be very proud, were he to know of your journey.”
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Alexei T’Vellon stood back to his feet, his broadsword tipped in the earth to help, and he gasped for air. His last man twitched on the ground, blood spurting in final sprays over the ground. The Knights of Southwind had fought hard, as had the injured ogre guardian, but the battle was over. Stones long closed behind him, he hoped the heir prince was alive and safe, and he faced his death with honor. He smiled, saluted the dead men on the field, and glanced at the rumbling sacred stones behind him that he knew so little about.
The Lord of Southwind faced thirty soldiers, three doppelgangers that appeared as his deceased knights, and over a dozen panthers that circled in the faint glimmer of early morning. The one with the dead eye, the one he had fought on the walls of Valhera Castle, was slowly changing back to a man. Alexei raised his shield, raised his blood covered blade, and knew he had been victorious in preserving the kingdom of Chazzrynn. He thought of King Mikhail, knowing he was either dead or imprisoned. His mind drifted to his father, Arlinne, wondering if this is how he felt at his end in Arouland. Finally, he thought of his twin, Kaya, and a single tear formed in his eye. He let it fall, hoping she was allright and would not feel his death, and marched toward the swordsman of Johnas Valhera, intent on dying well.
“Surrenderrr, Lord of Southwind Keep, King Johnas wishes I bring you alive.” Farrigus snarled as he lifted a longsword from a dead Valhirst soldier and a dagger from another. He was naked, full of bleeding cuts, yet his enemy could barely walk toward him without stumbling. He smiled.
“Never!” Alexei charged, swung high, then low, catching air alone as his foe merely stepped aside. His arms were fatigued, he had killed over fifty men when he stopped counting this day, more in the battle, and he had not slept. 
Crimson of the North toyed with him, attacking his blade only, yet the Lord would not be disarmed. He gripped that broadsword as if it was his last shred of life, and the men laughed. The stones rumbled more, faint green light trickling from cracks where the steps had been. The men ignored the strange illumination, and the moaning trees, and even the odd breezes that seemed to whisper in this grove. They guarded Farrigus and his duel, and many were trying to open the stones to get through.
Farrigus stepped in, ducking a wide arcing slash toward his head, parrying a return chop down with the dagger, and then striking up twice and down with his longblade. He kicked Alexei in the chest, sending him end over end. The broadsword fell free to the ground, yet the Lord of Southwind rolled over onto his hands and knees, and started to crawl for his weapon.
“Your king is dead, the battle is overrr, yet still the fool crawls.” Crimson of the North paced, then picked the blade up. He tossed it into the grove, where it stuck in the ground. “Now what? Will you throw dirt, perrrhaps?”
“If Chazzrynn requires it of me, I will fight you even after my death.” Alexei tried to stand. A kick to his ribs ended his attempt, then another to his head snapped his vision from black to white and back again. He felt to sleep, it had been four days since he had rested, yet he tried to get to his knees. Now was not the time for weakness.
“Take him, King Johnas has given orderrrs.” Farrigus turned around as his cats paced and the thirty soldiers moved in. They grabbed his arms, lifted him up, and drug him ahead.
Ca-crack, Caroom, crash!
The stones of the temple of the Whitemoon opened, the breeze turned to fierce wind, and the hairs of man and beast alike stood on end and trembled. Green light cascaded from the temple doors, the sunlight broke the western clouds in small rays of blinding light, and something emerged.
“Rrrroaaarrrr!” 
The panthers fell to the ground, contorting and shifting back into men, against their wills. The human soldiers shook, fled, and screamed as a lion with white wings, yet with the face of a man, a golden sphinx of epic proportions at least ten feet at the shoulder, lunged up the steps and into the grove. 
“Stomp, stomp, stomp, Ahhhroooaahh!”
As the men backed up from the glowing sphinx, three minotaurs with golden hide and ivory curled horns let out a battle roar and took the field next to the massive winged lion. They had curved blades that took two hands to wield, were over seven feet tall, and had brutal glares as if they knew a grave injustice had been done in the grove. They stood in front of the sphinx, as if protecting it, and made not another sound nor took a single step. They just waited.
“Leave my sacred grove, foul men of darkened hearts, or suffer my vengeance.” Mirash, the great Sphinx of the Whitemoon, father to Niastae, Kilburre, and many others, spoke his words with divine force. The enemy froze and dropped the man they had hostage, then fled in terror, as the eyes of the sphinx went from peaceful blue to a glowing angry white.
Farrigus backed up, seeing three approaching minotaurs staring at him. His legs went weak, his heart quickened. He looked back, all his men were fleeing, running from this being, he felt it as well. He took one last look to Alexei T’Vellon, just as the minotaurs stood over him and growled with smirks across their bovine faces. It was as if they wanted him to step forward, to try something. Crimson of the North vowed to fight another day, silently to himself, and sprinted with trembling legs out of the grove and to the east. 
“Help him up, let us see who this brave human is to attract such attention.” Mirash looked to his golden minotaurs, two did as he asked while one kept guard. He knew they would not speak, they could not, their vow to Seirena had been of silence, milennia past. Yet, despite only a few dozen of their unknown race in existence, they were a deadly devoted force.
“Who…who are you…?” Alexei could barely talk, his body and mind tired from days of riding and war. Tears in his armor and tabard, wounds across his flesh, he was stained red in so many places. Two minotaurs sheathed their blades and lifted him up, gently, and set him on a sacred stone. They held him, seeing he could not sit up without assistance.
“I am the High Priest of the Whitemoon, you may call me Mirash.” The great sphinx closed his eyes, feeling in a moment what other fey would spend long moments ascertaining. “You are Alexei T’Vellon, the Lord of Southwind Keep. Your men fought well, and died to save my temple and the men that entered. You have my eternal gratitude.”
“I..I..did..my…duty…did..Lavress send you to---“
“Lavress Tilaniun has taken the temple deep underground, and moved it far to the north, and we from there are now, here. I do not know how fares your prince, nor your brother of Southwind. But close your eyes for a moment, Lord Alexei.” Mirash knew what he would say, could feel the battle that had taken place here, and finished his questions for him. The sphinx breathed slowly, placed his paw on Alexei’s lap, and white light came softly from his eyes and nostrils. The light followed the air to his paw, then dissipated into the injured Lord, and it was gone.
“How did you do that, I feel---“
“Healed and invigorated, yes. Ancient mysteries of Seirena and my people, yet we cannot stay here. The sun rises with red and orange, the sky sees much blood surrounding a flame of hope, and the winds tell me to take you south, to Vallakazz.” Mirash listened to it all, wicked men wanted him dead, and they would return. His only allies in this realm, now held Southwind Keep and the arcane city, he heard from the trees that the rest would fall under the new king, very soon.
“It is over, Johnas Valhera will see the rest of us dead before long, there is no hope for the kingdom of---“ Alexei hung his head, despite feeling whole again, and he looked to what was left of his men, dead on the grasses of the grove.
“There is always hope, Lord T’Vellon, always. I have trained and taught the strangest of beings and turned them into deadly agents for the Whitemoon. They stand against the darkness of the world, usually alone, and they fight for that hope.” Mirash snarled as his golden minotaur guardians began to lift and carry the dead into the temple below. He did not care for the carnage and disrespect these sacred grounds had been shown. Thousands of years past, such things did not occur.
“You trained Lavress then? He mentioned that he was of an Order of the---“
“Yes, I taught him for decades, far to the north in a forgotten place that men no longer visit. He goes there now, if he survived. How he was able to move the temple, I do not know, he was never taught to perform such miracles.” Mirash smiled, his blue eyes glistened with forming tears. He could feel sorrow from the faraway temple, and he had not seen Lavress in many years. “You are forgiven for imprisoning him, do not feel those regrets. All that happens in Her world is with purpose, though at the time we may not know why.”
“How do you know that…that..I---“
“I am of Seirena, a priest of the Whitemoon, and we have a tendency to know most everyone and everything we encounter. Come, if your kingdom is to survive the next few moons, you must reach Vallakazz alive, Lord T’vellon.” Mirash lowered his wings, crouched down, and beckoned the human lord to climb upon his back. He smiled, seeing this man stand in shock of the idea of riding him through the skies.
“I will go with you, I do not know why, but I feel it is the only course of action I have.” Alexei felt something, a calm come over him, despite all that had happened. “My king, Mikhail, is he---“
“Yes, you know the answer already. He is dead, Alexei. But, you saved the son, and that has placed hope for the future, you did well.”
“I failed, I failed my king, I…” He felt to weep, it was just starting to come to reality, the king was dead.
“Time for sorrows will come another day, Alexei T’Vellon. Orda, Umnas, Iilas, keep princess Durala-ram safe. Call to the children of the Whitemoon in the area, gather the spirits of the fey and forests here, and see to the dead. I shall return.” Mirash growled a peaceful leonine growl and flapped his wings as a wide eyed Alexei straddled his back.
The three silent minotaurs nodded and huffed, then went to their duties without word nor question. One, walked past the bodies, picked up the broadsword stuck in the earth, and walked back to Mirash. He handed the sword up to Alexei and nodded. The minotaur made a symbol to him, touching his heart, then his chin, and then his brow, in respect.
“The gold one honors your courage and bravery, offers your sword in peace, and is honored to have met you Lord Alexei. Take your blade, in short time you will need it.” Mirash whispered.
Alexei took his blade, nodded to the golden horned warrior, and made the symbol of the feathered cross upon his chest. “Alden bless you and God save the kingdom of Chazzrynn.” 
“She is trying, Lord Alexei, She is.” Mirash took to the sky in morning light, far from his home, yet he knew he was here for a reason. Smoke rose to the east, where a terrible battle was lost. Fires dwindled in the far west, where a battle had been won. The ancient sphinx flew higher, searching south for Vallakazz, the arcane city that the spirits of the Mother had told him to seek. Mirash knew that the wars here were not over, the new king would come, and that this Lord here was needed for Chazzrynn to survive.  His feelings were certain the Alexei had that flickering light, deep under years of stress and war, and he would indeed stand against the darkness to come. The feelings of the great sphinx, were never wrong.
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“I hate bein’ wrong, so I’ll admit it quick and we be done with it then.” Tannek was wide eyed, staring, standing under the gray clouds in an open stone shrine.
“No need, young dwarf, no need. Now perhaps, you understand why we guard it so.” Arylius Diravas, with his cousin Aariss beside him, were on their knees before the shrine to Loestiri.
“Aye, aye I do. How does it do that?” Tannek Anduvann tried not to blink as a curved elven blade hovered with a flashing white glow. It was pulsing, as if it were emitting a faint heartbeat, and it was nearly a foot off of the stone pedestal. He looked at the immaculate perfect curve, trying to find imperfection in the steel, he could not.
“The blade of the dancing monarch waits, it has a will of its own you see, and it senses things we cannot. The sword will choose a king for Tintasarn one day, and that king must be close.” Arylius bowed every time he spoke near Loestiri, and to keep his anticipation well away.
“Can I…can I..touch it?” Tannek reached out his hand toward the golden curved hilt. The sword had him enthralled as it hung in midair. It had orange stones, perfectly round, a small crosspiece, and small boots and stars decorating the etched ancient steel. He had never seen its match nor equal.
“No, only the king of Tintasarn can---“
Whoom, whoom, whoom!
“Ahhh ahhh, oooh, owww….allright, I see then, sorry!”
His hand recoiled hard, just an inch from grasping it, as white sparks shot out from the stones. It tingled, a powerful numbing force shooting into Tannek’s hand, but the pain vanished fast. The blade turned in the air, laying horizontal, and slowly spun. The blade tip pointed toward the mountains, to the north, and a slow song that only the elves could hear whispered in the shrine.
“What’s it doin now then?” Tannek rubbed his hand with the other, trying to get the feeling back. 
“I am not certain, but I believe it is pointing to something.” They all looked to the Kaki Mountains, seeing nothing but Cristoff returning with his escort of river elves and sacred priests of Siril. Arylius put his hand on Tannek’s shoulder. “For over two thousand years, it has been guarded and still, this is nothing short of a divine miracle.”
Lord Cristoff marched through the forgotten roads of Tintasarn, all overgrown with gardens and groves without life, and stood next to the elves and Tannek. He wiped his brow, head low and silent, and he heaved a sigh of weariness.
“No entrance on the south side of the mountains to be found, master Anduvann. We will have to go around, or over.” 
“Aye, around then. Horses, people, your pregnant queen and all.” Tannek snapped out of his stare at the floating sword, Loestiri, and the open stone shrine that it hovered in. “Fantastic blade there this is, I see why they guard it now.”
“You have been here, the whole time, while I trekked the foothills of the Kaki?” Cristoff looked to the hovering blade, then the elven priests that prayed to it, then back to Tannek.
“Aye, never seen nothin’ like that. Still, they been bringin’ noble elves, men that is, I gots a feelin’ they been missin’ somethin’ there. Back o’ me head, an idea that a wom---“ Tannek turned and reached for his battle axe just as bows raised and swords drew from the elves.
Cristoff looked over the foothill, spying a charging steed of black with a woman riding it. It was Kaya T’vellon, somehow she had gotten her horse this far into the rough terrain of the ruins, and Cristoff smiled. Then another woman, on foot, ran alongside her with green robes. He glanced at her legs, at times they were not touching the ground as she kept pace with Kaya. 
“I know this woman, capitan of mine, no need for alarm.” He sheathed his blade and hailed Kaya from the overgrown paths in the forgotten elven city.
Kaya dismounted, seeing Cristoff and Tannek with Aariss Diravas and the Riverbows. She did not look to the shrine, nor the other elves in gray robes, just to the lord of the exiled caravan. She knelt, as did Angeline of Charity.
“Lady Kaya, what is it? Rosana, is she allright, the queen?” Cristoff saw that look, her face was concerned with something, and his heart stopped with his breath.
“She delivers soon, today, the priests are there. It is not that, my lord.” Kaya stood, all eyes upon her now.
“What be the rush then, chargin’ with yer’ horse and all?” Tannek marched ahead, looking behind her for something, nothing was there but dusty trails of their passing.
“Armondeen has arrived, my lord. They hold the north side of Mooncrest. Five legions. We killed some of their scouts, they are planning to take our friends should they find them, and…and…” Kaya felt the hopelessness of it. She gritted her teeth, then Angeline finished for her.
“And they are planning an infernal ritual to summon a demon, a child of the rulers of hell, to desecrate the temples. The five you seek, are the offering. We need to go, Lord Cristoff, before they are found.” Angeline bowed, then looked to his hip. She saw the pyramid pommel on a longblade, black onyx it was, a blade she had fought twice in the past. 
“This is Angeline, of the Knights Soujan, she is an ally sent from Soujan Mountain.” Kaya nodded.
“Five thousand?” Cristoff heard what was said, but the numbers took over his mind as he tried to fathom how they could engage such a force with one quarter that amount. He felt guilty now, wondering if his debacle in Freemoore with Prince Rohne had worsened the situation. “You are certain, five legions?”
“Yes, my lord, we have both seen them with our own eyes.” Angeline looked up, her green eyes meeting the concerned brown squint of the regal lord that had led everyone here. “That blade you carry, I know its owner. He is with us, on our side, Lord Cristoff.”
“You know Kendari of Stillwood?” Cristoff looked to the sword, then to this woman with the blonde and red braids and knowing stare.
“Who be Kendari then, and what does it matter at this here moment?” Tannek broke the conversation, wanting nothing more than to find Azenairk Thalanaxe, before it was too late.
“The dwarf is right, we should go. The armies will be ready by the time we arrive.” Angeline bowed again, then to the elven guardians who were staring at her. 
“The armies? Our armies? Who organized them?” Cristoff turned and looked, seeing Arylius and Aariss Diravas right behind him.
“I did, my lord, in your absence. I thought it best they be ready, posted, and informed of what may be coming for us.” Kaya bowed her head. She hoped he was not going to yell, like Alexei used to, when she made a tactical error.
Cristoff sighed. “Well done, Lady Kaya T’Vellon, my gratitude. Did you send word throughout the caravan, to arm the---“
“I did, Julia Whiteblade is gathering forces and arming them from our ten thousand refugees.” Kaya smiled, let out a breath of relief, and walked with the legendary former Lord of Saint Erinsburg.
The two walked off at a fast pace, speaking or battle plans and military positioning, as if the rest of the world had faded away. Tannek shrugged, bowed to the elves, then the sword, and marched off behind them as fast as he could. 
“Come elves, all o’ ye’ pointy eared warriors, come on now! We got ourselves a battle comin’!” Tannek bellowed over his shoulder as he ran back north and east, following the trails out of Tintasarn. 
“Anyone seen Dalliunn? Me lion been gone a long time now.” Tannek looked around, everyone was busy hustling back to the encampment. “Come on boy, where are ye’ now?”
Angeline turned to the two elves she had never met, yet the winds told her she was beyond safe in their presence. They were staring at her shoulder, at the emblem of the Knights Soujan, the triangle of vines etched into her steel. “I must go, but I will see you both, very soon.”
“You are one of them, they still exist, still protecting our fallen Gods.” Arylius looked into her eyes.
“She would know our names, if she was one of the unseen, blessed by Seirena.” Aariss slung his bow, waved to his band of archers, and began to follow Lord Cristoff. He knew his cousin could not leave, the shrine of Loestiri was a holy place that he could not abandon.
“Aariss Diravas, you and your Riverbows need to watch the front of Cristoff, quickly. Arylius, cousin to Aariss, you will come soon, but not now.” Angeline smiled, hearing the forests speak their names to her.
The elves stared again, not daring to believe the mythical guardians of the Caricians still walked the earth, yet seeing one of them here and now before them. They smiled. Aariss bowed to his cousin as he marched off to the north with his men. Arylius bowed to Angeline and his cousin.
“A Knight of the Soujan you may be, but you are incorrect,  I cannot leave this place. Your Order is never wrong, if that is indeed who you are. I will pray, should battle come, that Siril watches over you closely.” Arylius made the symbol of peace, from his heart, to chin, to his lips, and then folded his hands together and bowed.
“Have your priests ready, as I said, we will see you soon. Blessings of the Mother upon you.” Angeline bowed and smiled as she turned away. 
He stood, back to the shrine dedicated to Siril and the blade Loestiri, and watched them go. Arylius felt something, many things, so much was happening at once. He held up his hand for one of his priests to come, knowing he could not break a sacred vow to Siril, but he had to help somehow.
“Master Arylius?” One of his brethren asked.
“Send word, as fast as you can, to the Temple of the Whitemoon, on the northwestern side of the ruins of Mooncrest. You know the place. Be careful, as Armondi soldiers are everywhere, but get to Mirash, the great sphinx. Tell him that my cousin needs their assistance. Go.”
“We will not follow?” The priest sounded confused.
Arylius watched the elves of his cousin and the others with him fade from view into the foothills. He wanted to go, but his vows would not allow it. He closed his eyes and sighed, praying for those feelings to fade as well. 
“No, we cannot get involved in a war. We have a shrine to guard, our vows, and but fifty blades. It is---“ Arylius was cut off.
“I beg to interrupt, brother Arylius, but I was not speaking of the people. I was speaking of the sword. Look.”

Arylius raised his eyebrow, turned, and fell to his knees. “Oh by Siril and all the stars, how is this?”
The blade hovered, inches over his head, Twenty feet from its eternal shrine, spinning with a low hum and a white glow. It ceased its revolutions and moved, slowly, through the air. Loestiri seemed to be following those that had just left. 
He looked up, it passed over him, and continued ahead. Arylius felt a tear in the corner of his eye. He prayed to Siril, thanking him for sending a worthy king, one that the sword now sought out after two milennia. All the elven priests were praying, all over the ruins of Tintasarn, watching Loestiri move through the air.
“Priests of Siril, elven brothers of the moon and stars, it appears that we will draw steel with our new king this day!” Arylius drew his elvencraft blade and held it high.
“Arah!” 
The fifty followers of the elven God, Siril, drew their blades and chanted a simple battle cry to the cloudy sky. They followed the floating blade, out of Tintasarn, over foothills, and past the overgrown brush and forest. As they walked behind Loestiri, small buds grew on the trees, tiny bits of green sprouted from bushes, and even smaller dots of grass formed behind the passing sword. Springs flooded from fountains, birds chirped from the silent city, and life came fast and furious as the sword hovered away.
The elves cried, gripping their blades tight, letting the tears cascade down their cheeks and faces. None could believe this day was happening, it was a dream, a myth that the king would come and reopen Tintasarn. Kilikala still ruled from the north, Gualidura had their queen deep in their forests, and Shalokahn was but a crooked council far to the east. The two other known elven kingdoms, Aloeste and Tintasarn, had been destroyed by Altestan long ago. For the Loestal river elven nation, scattered as they were across the continent, this was a moment like no other. For soon, they would have a kingdom once more, and a king. They kept their slow march, encircling Loestiri, and watching the trail ahead.
 



Exodus IV:VIII
Sacred Forge of Vundren, Depths of Kakisteele
Saberrak Agrannar collided with the immortal woman that towered over him, his horns now covered in her blood. His enchanted axe whipped down into her thigh, then the other chopped into her hip, and she stumbled backwards toward the stairs. Suddenly, he was thrown back through the air, a mere shove of her hand toward him, and he crashed against the stone wall. The minotaur felt no pain and was back on his feet in a flash.
James plunged his glowing broadsword into her side, blocked her slashing ember scimitar with his shield, and spun low with the massive force of the blow. His blade sliced clean across her calf and blood ran down his edge with the blue flames licking up from his hand. The knight rolled low across the stone floor, avoiding another mighty swing of her blade.
Carice and Elicras both slashed in lightning strikes across marble flesh, glowing as they drew immortal blood. Shinayne leapt over the stairs, trying to get behind Arabashiel. Her right hand drove her longblade deep into the back of the winged woman, then her shortblade stabbed higher as she pulled herself up. Just as the Gimmorian guardian spun, the elven swordswoman kicked off of her back, a reverse flip in the air, and landed on the top of the stairs behind her. 
Azenairk ducked low in his charge, as bolts of flaming electricity blasted from Gwenneth overhead into screaming Arabashiel. His glowing warhammer slammed into the back of her knee as she turned on Shinayne, the sound of breaking bone echoed in the cavern. A red smoldering bolt sizzled above in between black feathered wings, then another, and Arabashiel fell forward. Zen did not hesitate, he ran ahead, and slammed his hammer into her face, then again, then twice more. Her head snapped to the side from each swing, her bones cracked, and her blood showered the steps.
She felt the broadsword dive into her shoulder, the whitemoon blades into her chest, the minotaur tore his axes into her ribs, and the warhammer pounded into her cheek and head, over and over. Arabashiel’s back was on fire from the onslaught of arcane incantations, her flesh was melting, never had she felt such pain, such pleasure. It was ecstasy. Her eyes opened ahead, now on her hands and knees from the five mortals laying waste to her body, and she saw her demons. Hundreds poured and screeched down the tunnel from the throneroom, summoned by Mudren Sheldathain, moments away. She smiled, shadows erupted from her mouth and nose, and she laughed as her blood soaked the stairs. Purple light illuminated from her eyes, as the enchanted blades neared her neck, and then she stood.
Her wings flapped hard as she turned toward Shinayne, her mouth opened, and shadows from within her whipped into the elf. Before her enemy knew what had happened, Arabashiel grabbed the blinded elf woman and threw her into the cavern. She turned on the knight, and glared at his holy blade. The wounds of the arcane spells, the warhammer, and the minotaur’s axes were healing as if they never were.
“Aaahhhhhh!”

Shinayne saw only black, her eyesight gone, smothered in darkness, yet she knew she was falling. She dropped her blades in the air, and covered her head as she fell, and then landed on the stone floor, fifty feet away. Her shoulder throbbed, her hip ached, her head was bleeding from impact, and still she could not see. The highborne elf wiped her eyes, nothing, all black.
Saberrak dropped his weapons, grabbed Arabashiels arm holding the massive scimitar, and began slamming his horns into her shoulder. She ignored him it seemed, laughing wildly,  and grabbed James Andellis with her free hand. 
“Mortal fools, suffer my wrath!” 
James stabbed down through her forearm, his blade cut all the way out the other side, and then he saw but darkness as she opened her mouth. Shadows clouded his vision, he was flying, through the air at a terrible speed. His sword was likely still in her arm, as he felt it not in his grasp, and then he swung his shield arm out. The knight hit something steel, one of the furnaces over the forges in the cavern, and his head snapped back. Slowly, his head bleeding profusely now from a two cuts, he floated to the ground as the enchantments on his shield took hold. He settled to the cavern floor, blinded with swirling shadows across his face, and then he collapsed.
Arabashiel smashed her fist into Saberrak, still he held on to her arm. Another blow to his head and the minotaur held, as the dwarf slammed her legs with his hammer and acidic rays of power ripped into her chest. She had forgotten how truly powerful she was, and her wounds were healing as fast as the injuries came. The Gimmorian mistress slammed the gray minotaur into the ceiling, her demons flooding the air around them now. He roared and kicked, his eyes glowing blue with flames and rage. He would not let go. She drew the broadsword from her forearm, it burned her hand, yet she whipped it end over end at the dwarven priest at her feet. 
Zen blocked the blade with his shield, then felt a mighty kick to the same spot. He flew back, rolled over and over, and landed on his face, next to the anvils by Vundren’s Forge. He looked for his glowing hammer, it was thirty feet ahead, under a swarm of winged demons that were beginning to land. The dwarf heaved himself up, then fell back down. He gritted his teeth and looked at his leg, it was broken and laying to the side in a horrid angle.
“I cannot see. James, where are you, who is there?” Shinayne heard something and felt around, she found Elicras, but not Carice. She was trembling, hurt, and bleeding all over.
“I am…here…cannot see..either…help…me…” James tried to stand, he stumbled, his head was throbbing with sparks of pain as blood ran down his face.
Saberrak felt the heat of Gwenneth’s barrage, felt his body grinding into the stone ceiling, yet he was healing also as the blue from his eyes intensified. She had him under the throat with one hand now, yet he held her swordarm, and his horns had bloodied her face and shoulder as her marble flesh was torn and showing the white bone underneath. He turned his head to Gwenneth, seeing the demons surround them, and not seeing anyone else. He forced words out from his strangled throat.
“Gwenne, run…get them out of here…go!” He looked to his axes on the ground, to his broken, blinded and bloody friends, and then to her purple eyes. Her wounds were healing, it was useless. He roared again, smashed his fists and horns into her arm and hand and face, she would not let go.
“You can run, but they will find you. Your souls are mine!” Arabashiel slammed Saberrak down to the ground, then into a wall, and then grabbed him by the horns and threw him off. He landed seconds later, covered in her blood, and scraped across the stone floor.
Gwenneth was exhausted, her fingers and hands burned, yet she hovered forward in front of her friends to protect them. She ignored the demons, her staff was aglow with green force, and she glared at Arabashiel. 
“Vulthes variem nuath dinoor de!” Flames erupted from her palm, blinding the demons and burning the air, showering the twelve foot winged Gimmorian woman with a wave half as tall as the cavern. 
“Hathis duras Imoches dast!” Gwenneth combined the might of the fourth rune of the staff, forcing her powers to blend with it. The flames turned blue, the force intensified, and the cavern shook. The air rippled with force, arcane powers she had never unleashed.
Arabashiel put her hand out, dropped her infernal scimitar, put her other hand forward, blocking the blast that continued to melt the arriving demons and her own flesh. Slowly, she held it at bay and began to walk forward against the might of the hovering wizard. Never had she seen such power, especially from a mortal. Her hands burned, her shadows wavered, yet she fought with her dark magicks against the mighty flames.
Gwenneth was shaking, the ceiling was cracking, but she summoned more. “Jistrix aglothes, umdre anaste tierex!”

Calling upon old draconic magicks, she infused the flaming incantation with both force and heat, and now with corrosive bile that would be attracted to her enemies. The shower of arcane majesty turned from blue to purple, spreading over the stairs and half the cavern. The noise was that of one hundred furnaces streaming from her hands. It melted demons by the dozens, Arabashiels blocking hands looked as but bones even past the wrists, and splinters of rock began to spike through the ground. Gwenneth shook, violently, trying to maintain the magicks she was unleashing. Her eyes watered, her nose began to drip blood from each nostril, and then the cavern erupted between her and the Gimmorian immortal. Nothing but a storm of blue and purple fires colliding with a shield of immortal shadows could be seen.
The mistress of curses foced all her power back toward Gwenneth with an immortal scream, the collision of force drowned out all sound for a mere second. Then the dark cavern went bright orange, then blue, and flames exploded in every direction. Arabashiel fell back to the stairs, the flesh on her arms was gone up to the shoulder. Gwenneth was hurled through the air, into James, and the two slid back by the stairs to the mines, into darkness. Saberrak grabbed Shinayne just before a giant stalacmite fell from the ceiling, and ran toward the forges with her over his shoulder. Demons poured into the chaos as arcane winds whipped them from the air and smashed them every direction. Zen covered his ears in the explosive debris, trying to focus and heal his broken leg, hidden behind a row of anvils. Stone shattered, the ground cracked as the ceiling fell in massive pieces. The darkness, the dust, and the destruction was a tangible force that blocked all sight and sound. Then, there was but dust.
“Feast, my children, bring me their heads!” Arabashiel stood, the bones of her arms now had tendons and sinew starting to regrow, but she was weak. Her body trembled, she was smoldering still from the arcane forces that had nearly destroyed her body, and her blood was in puddles across the stone stairs and floor. Her blade vanished back to the netherworld, she had not the strength to keep it here. The Gimmorian being stumbled toward the throne, glaring at Mudren Sheldathain. He moved from the throne quickly, in awe at what the mortals had done to her. 
“Bring me the dwarf, your heir that has sought you out, you will kill him for his blasphemies, I command it.” Her words drifted as she slumped in the throne. Her eyes closed, her powers drained from battle and healing, and she rested as her eternal body rejuvenated. Arabashiel had not the strength to stand, yet her foes were broken and beaten, so she smiled.
“Yes, my mistress, it shall be done.” Mudren turned after his kneeling was dismissed with a wave of a bony finger. The demons screeched into the air, those hundred or so that had survived, and the dust began to settle. He stomped down the stairs into the sacred forge, cross crescent shield sharp and tight on his arm, and his red soulless eyes searched for Azenairk Thalanaxe. The once dwarven king, cursed eternally for saving his family, felt that he had a spark of will in his chest. She was weak, for the first time ever, and he marched harder to find this dwarf with his iron box. The ceiling in the forge had fallen in places, making walls of impassable rubble, yet the cursed dwarf searched for Azenairk Thalanaxe in the wake of dark catastrophe nonetheless.
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“I do.” Katrina smiled, her eyes fluttering open, her hands were resting on something stone to keep her from falling over. Her head swooned in an ocean of wine, yet her strength was fast returning. She saw a man in black robes before her, a stone altar, and felt a hand on hers.
“And do you, Lord Valistor of the noble house of Waylen, swear to honor this union as a husband, to protect the sanctity of the great kingdom of Willborne as king, and rule with honor under the ancient worships decreed here this morning?”
Katrina looked to her right, Valistor Waylen was dressed in black robes, adorned with sashes of old words in the draconic tongue, and had his hand on hers. His eyes were glowing red, his pupils were slivers, and the room was not familiar to her. It was cold, damp, and filled with torches of greens and blues. She saw statues of dragons, some small, some enormous, everything wobbled in her vision as she came to. The queen felt her heart quicken, her breath come faster, she realized she was underground, in a cavern.
“I do.” Valistor smiled to her and whispered. “You look radiant, my queen.”
Katrina went to pull her hand away, then she looked down. She was in white robes, sashes of her kingdom across her shoulders, and her skin was decorated with draconic markings and symbols, in blood.
“No, no, no….where are we…no..how did she…she is dead…no, …No!” She jerked her hand free, but men from behind held her still. She turned her head, there were hundreds of men, noble men of the kingdom, all kneeling behind them. She saw the flags of Willborne, her sword and another were hovering over a fountain of blood, and the statues seemed to move. There were bodies, many dead around the fountain, and her stomach turned. Katrina tried to fall to her knees, but the men held her up. She sobbed, as she wiped her face, the tears were as blood.
“Noooooo!”
Yes
Katrina shuddered, she knew that voice, her eyes burned, and she stood against her will. Her hands trembled against the stone altar, her body shook, and then she saw the eyes. At first the statues, the ones that had been so still, their eyes gleamed red. Dozens of dragons moved from ledges, alcoves, and bared their fanged smiles. 
“By the powers given to me, by her majestic and divine graces….”
“Do…not…do…this…Valistor…” Katrina’s jaw was tightening, against her will, yet she spoke through her gritted teeth.
 “…I seal this marriage, in old custom, with the blood of the eldest dragon…”
“It is already done, Katrina. Willborne will rise again, in glory, with you and I on the thrones.” He smiled, then took a knee before the altar as it illuminated with a gigantic red glow from behind the priest.
“No, no..stop…this…No, no…” Katrina knelt, she did not want to, but something in her veins, in the wine, she had to kneel.
The priest turned, his body surrounded by red light from a single eye, a draconic eye that was taller than him. He drew a kris dagger, and laid out his palm. A black forked tongue, badly burned, flicked out. He cut it, gently, and filled a goblet with the blood that poured forth.
“…All hail Rynnth, our Goddess, our savior, and the dragon of Willborne…” The priest offered the goblet to Valistor, and he drank deep of it.
“All hail Rynnth!” The gathered shouted in prayer.
The cup was offered to Katrina, yet she did not drink, she gripped the altar with all her strength. Her nail broke, then another, and two of her fingers split form her effort. Suddenly her hair was pulled back, her jaw opened by strong hands, and it was poured into her mouth. She stared ahead, blood running down the sides of her face and neck, trying not to swallow. The eye squinted at her as the torches intensified. Rynnth stepped forward, in her gigantic girth, and grinned at Katrina.
“All hail the children of Rynnth, the seventeen that have answered the call of her divine blood to Willborne.” The priest drank of the cup, then set it on the altar.
“All hail the children of the dragon!” The shouts echoed in the cavern once more.
I told you that your service was forever, and you betrayed me. Now, your kingdom, your rule, and your people are mine. You will rule as I command, you will breed and produce loyal princes when I say, and you will serve until I tire of seeing you suffer. Then, Katrina, you will burn for a thousand years in my fires, until I grow weary of your screams. Only then, will I let the hells finally have you, only then.
The voice in her head was powerful, she could not respond, only listen. Her body started to calm, her eyes stopped their tears, and Katrina smiled to Rynnth. She looked at her missing eye, her missing horns, and her broken wing. Her draconic idol was badly scarred and disfigured forever. She could not remember the fights that may have caused it, but she felt angry for whoever would dare hurt her mistress. Her mind went blank, her thoughts drifted to Valistor and the ceremony, and she walked to the blood filled fountain. Valistor Waylen did the same, walking hand in hand with his queen, and they knelt, together.
“By her divine will and grace, a new day is born, and a new kingdom. You will serve her, and the land, and her children, against all enemies. Your hearts are no more your own, but are for she who blesses us. The swords.” The priest motioned with his hands for the king and queen to each draw their own blades that hovered over the fountain.
Katrina drew her longsword, as Valistor drew his, now facing the gathered nobility and the seventeen wyrms that stalked the massive cavern. None were as large as Rynnth, but they both could feel by their blood, that they were her relatives. They turned, swords in hand, and faced one another. The light grew strong in the flames, in the room, and in the eyes of the dragons. The humming sounded as a monstrous choir, as the people and the draconic voices chanted together. Then, Valistor plunged his blade into Katrina’s chest, and she did the same into his. 
Their eyes met, first in shock, then agony, and then they pulled their blades free. With their left hands, they dug their fingers into each others’ chests, felt for the pumping heart, and began to tear. Katrina stared into his eyes, not even blinking, and Valistor did the same. Within moments, they each pulled their blood covered hands out, each holding the heart of the other into the air, still beating.
“Praise be to Rynnth, hail her powers beyond death, and give to us our immortal rulers.” The priest fell to his hands and knees.
“Hail Rynnth!” The dragons bowed to her, the people fell in worship, and the lights flashed bright with deep magicks.
Katrina took Valistor’s beating heart, and placed it into her chest. The blood pouring from it melded with her own, her body accepted it, and began to heal. Valistor did the same with her heart, and they each watched one another. Their eyes were crimson now, with but slivers of black in the center. Her fingernails turned ebony, his canines grew longer, her tongue became forked, and they smiled to one another. The priest walked up to them as the chants began once more, and he placed a crown on each of their heads.
“I give to you, Queen Katrina and King Valistor, may their rule bring us into a new age, and a new Willborne. Long live the king, long live the queen, and forever live the dragons of Rynnth!” He knelt once more, at the feet of his rulers, and began to cry tears of blood.
“Long live the queen!”
Katrina smiled to the noble guests at her ceremony, and raised her blood covered blade high.
“Long live the King!”

Valistor grabbed Katrina, and kissed her passionately, their forked tongues and fangs embracing as much as their bodies were. The nobles roared and the dragons screeched in delight.
“Forever live the dragons of Rynnth!”
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The flapping of demonic wings passed him by from far above, the dust settled slowly, and Azenairk Thalanaxe felt around the ground for a weapon. He found an elven longblade and took it, Shinayne’s Carice, and he found a broadsword. The griffon hilted blade of his friend, Sir James, and he slid it into his belt. His warhammer was nowhere to be seen, but he could only see ten feet around with the sandstone clouds left in the wake of the explosion. His leg was healed, he dashed from anvil row to furnace to forge, keeping hidden. Stones still fell, the echoing crashes never ceased, and the ground continued to tremble. He peered around and saw the red glowing eyes, they were searching for him, it was Mudren Sheldathain. 
“Oh heavenly father, Vundren, God, help me now. I be alone here, and I need ye’, I do.” Zen prayed quietly, and hid behind the forge of Vundren. He saw the glimmer from the blades of his friends, he set his shield down, and held them in each hand. He had not heard anything from Saberrak nor Shinayne, it had been many minutes since the collapse. He tried to listen for Gwenneth and James, but he heard just stone rumbling and demons hunting the passages, nothing more. He knew they were either dead or fleeing to the temple, he wanted to yell for them, but he knew he would be revealed. 
“Thalanaxe, where are you, coward?” Mudren stalked ahead, picked up the blacksteel warhammer he had nearly stepped upon, and continued searching the dusty forge. “Come out, she wishes to meet you. You will not be harmed, much.”
Clank, ca-clank, ca-clank…
Mudren looked fast and saw something metal skitter across the stone floor. He rushed over, warhammer raised, shield ready, and he stopped. He winced, looking down at his old iron box. The warhammer hit the floor with a thud, he knelt, and his mind flooded with memories. The box was empty, but he remembered the ashes of the women and children, he had saved some of them before Arabashiel desecrated them here for all eternity. He had placed them in a leather pouch, with the key to Kakisteele, with the deed, and sent them away with his wife Tehrina and their four children. He sent his armor, his hammeraxe, even his crowned helm with his boys, and he had tried to sneak back in to get some survivors and get the sacred tablet, but he never made it. He started to remember.
“It cannot be…my iron box…my…oh Vundren, why be I cursed to suffer this?” He whispered, tears fell from his demonic eyes, and he fell to a knee. His mind swam in the guilt, how he had fled the battle and not died with his men, and how the demons and soldiers of Altestan had burned him alive until he begged for mercy. She, Arabashiel, had given him mercy, her own twisted form of it. It was so long ago, he had forgotten of the thought of the chance that his wife and children had made it out alive. He realized now, that they must have, and he smiled through his tears.
A glowing blade at his throat, then another across his neck, eneded his focus on the past. He had not heard anything come up behind him, but now he felt it, someone was there.
“Ssshhhh. Not one noise, or yer’ head will be on that there floor. Understood?” Zen felt naked, he had taken off his armor and his Thalanaxe shield quietly by the forges. Barefoot, with but his clothes, his helmet, and the glowing sacred weapons of James and Shinayne, he had crept behind the once king of Kakisteele. “Now, turn around slowly, Sheldathain. I don’t know if ye’ sold yer soul to her, or if ye’ was cursed into this, but I ain’t takin’ any chances. Where are me friends?”
Mudren turned, box in hand, tears streaming down his face from wicked red eyes. Small bony horns protruded from his face, yet he still looked like a dwarf. He whispered, as his jaw trembled with sorrow. “I do not know, her demons fly north and up, so they must be runnin’, if they lived.”
“She ain’t dead then, is she?” Zen knew the answer already. His friends, alive or no, could not help him finish it now.
“Me wife, is she safe then?”
“I am sure she be in the halls of Vundren, do ye’ know how long ye’ been here?” Zen looked around, trying to see his friends, and looking for the immortal woman or her spawn. He saw nothing, it was quiet, dust covered and broken. Mudren shook his head, his lips trembling, he said naye without a word.
“Mudren, it has been over two thousand years now. Yer’ box, and its contents, been secretly passed, from here, through Marlennak, Fazurand, and Boraduum. As I told ye’, I am Azenairk Thalanaxe, last o’ me clan, and supposedly your only livin’ relation. Now, how do we kill this witch and end it?” Zen saw his eyes go wide, saw his smile grow, and he knew that he knew, after all this time.
“I..I..she cannot be killed, Thalanaxe. Not with a thousand men and holy blades, she…she..” Mudren shook as he spoke in hushed tones.
“Allright, ye’ be scared, me too then. Me papi and me father, Vundren rest em’, told me to dump that dust down her throat. They also said she had six legs, but nevermind that now.”
Mudren smiled again, blades still across his neck, and he put the box down and touched Azenairks shoulder. 
“Ye’…ye’..have the ashes then? The women and children, they was blessed in the forge o’ Vundren, when she had em burned alive. Ye have em’?”
“Aye, didn’t know that was what they was, but aye, right here.” Zen patted his hip, the bag of dust was there, ready.
“She be tall, twelve feet or more, too tall for a dwarf to get up to her face and survive it. Unless…”  Mudren thought hard, she was weak, resting on the throne. But not for long.
“Unless ye’ knock her down into that throne, by surprise, and I climb up fast. Still, I need both me hands, a blade in each here, to get that far up while ye’ distract her.” Zen lowered his head, he did not know how he was supposed to do it, especially now without his friends.
Mudren Sheldathain stood, slowly, the glowing swords still on his neck. “I got it, it be a long shot, but just maybe.”
“Aye, what?”
“A kiss.”
Zen looked down to the pouch, it was full, and now that he knew what it was, his face grimaced at the thought. “Ye’ mean, put it all in me mouth, and then kiss her and blow the dust or ashes or whatnot into her mouth? Ye’ belong with me friends, crazy ideas like that. Allright, how we get close enough?”
“Ye’ be me prisoner, Thalanaxe, be silent, and don’t swallow.” Mudren took a knee before his only heir.
“What ye’ kneelin’ for then?” Zen pulled the blades back, sheathed one in his belt, and grabbed the pouch of ashes.
“For forgiveness, so when I die in there, I get to see me wife and kids, and Mount Maonell. Please Thalanaxe, bless me and forgive me, with the grace of our father, Vundren. Before it’s too late then.” Mudren Sheldathain knew why he still walked all these centuries still, it was her will and curse, and either way it turned out, he was dead or dust. “Hurry, Thalanaxe, before I change me mind.”
Zen gripped his necklace with the hammer and moons, put his hand on the only king of Kakisteele from ages past, and prayed. “Vundren, father on the mountain, forgive Mudren, yer’ loyal son, for all he has done. Bless us in our battle here, as we fight to free yer’ forge, and see evil undone. Should we be in yer’ halls soon, know that we tried until the very end.”
Mudren rose to his feet, a semblance of brown coming back to his eyes, forcing out the red. “If I change back, if I attack ye’ or she takes me over, kill me quickly then.”
“Do the same for me. And if the dust don’t work, what then?” Zen lifted up the bag, and looked back toward the entrance to the thoneroom.
“Me father, Aidrek Sheldathain, used to tell me things, many things, when life don’t go in yer’ favor.” Mudren took position behind Azenairk, looking much like he had him hostage. He placed the glowing blades in Zen’s belt, in the back, hidden from view. “He used to say, son, when all else fails, fight like hell.”
Zen felt the tears coming, he fought them, and smiled. “Me father, Kimmarik Thalanaxe, used to say the same thing to us boys. Ye’ ready?”
“Aye. It been a pleasure to meet ye’, Azenairk Thalanaxe. Wish we had some more time, aye, I do.”
“Same here, aye, well met, Mudren Sheldathain.”
Mudren started to walk ahead, pushing Zen like a prisoner with his arms behind his back. “One thing, should ye’ live to see brighter days, rule me kingdom, well our kingdom, rule it better than me, son.”
“Ye’ have me word, on the hammer and moons o’ our father, I promise ye’. And I always keep me promises.” Zen quaffed the dust into his mouth, it was bitter, it tingled, and he threw the pouch into the darkness. With his head low, his hands behind his back on the broadsword and the elven longblade, he marched with Mudren into the throneroom.
“You found him, well done, servant. Bring him to me so that I may watch you punish him.” Arabashiel was almost healed, her flesh was nearly formed on her arms and chest, and her face held but scratches from the many wounds.
“Yes, my mistress, as you command.” 
“Your friends will be here soon, in pieces, Thalanaxe. Would you care to see their remains?” Arabashiel laughed a weakend laugh from the throne.
Zen kept his head low, arms back, and shook his head to the naye. He felt Mudren’s hand hold his tight behind, a squeeze of friendship, and of dwarven brotherhood. He breathed deep through his nose, feeling a strange tingle from the ashes in his mouth.
 



Saberrak IV:I
Upper Tunnels of Kakisteele
The darkness seemed to reach at him, from every tunnel, yet his legs would not tire. Screams of infernal demons echoed behind him, too many to count, and without a weapon, too many to fight. Saberrak held Shinayne over his shoulder, turned left, then right, and made for the stairs that curled up over places they had not been. He had been running as fast as he could, avoiding falling rock, and growing cracks in the very floor. He felt the sting of defeat, the loss of his friends, he knew not where they were. All he knew was that they had to get to safety, before they were caught.
Shinayne T’Sarrin was hurt, badly, and she had but Elicras in her hand as the minotaur gladiator ran. She could not see anything but the darkness Arabashiel had cast upon her eyes, but she was certain they were indeed lost. She heard the screeching behind her, thankful she could not see them, and her tears fell onto her bloody face.
“Please turn back, please Saberrak.” She whimpered.
“No.”
“Why? Our friends, where is James? Gwenneth? Where is Zen, we cannot just leave them to…”
“I did not see them, I barely saw you in that cavern. They will get out.”
“How do you know? Call to them, please. I need to know they are allright, that---“
“We lost, Shinayne, she is too strong, unstoppable. We agreed to meet at the temple if anything went wrong. It has gone wrong.” Saberrak huffed, trying to keep on, even though he wanted to turn and fight. His shoulder was slowly healing, as was his split head, and torn leg. 
“You never run, you fight, you never surrender, why are you--“ She tried not to think of Zen, Gwenne, and James, left for dead.
“Because thirty or more demons are right behind us, and I do not have an axe. If you wish to die now, I will stand for you, but you cannot fight nor see, so we run to the temple.” He snarled as he pushed himself harder, reaching the top of the stairs, then turning right down another passage.
“I have…I have this…here.” Shinayne handed Elicras forward, blindly, and Saberrak took it. “Just in case.”
“Keep quiet now, it’s not over yet.” Saberrak smelled something in the air, he smelled again, they were close.
He pushed past a door, one they had been through, and leaned from the other side as the demons flooded the tunnel. Red eyes glistened, wings scraped the stone as the horde of Arabashiel neared their prey, and they dove for the minotaur with the elven woman over his shoulder.
Slam!
“What did you do? No, no, no! Do not close any doors! How will they get out, our friends? Saberrak please!” Shinayne cried out to him, she began beating his back with her fists, and her tears fell more.
“Zen has the keys and Gwenneth has her ways, stop now, this is hard enough. I have to get us out, elf!” Saberrak roared, his anger and sadness were terrible, but he would accomplish nothing if they died here. He did what he had to, to survive.
He ran more, turning every which way he came across, following his nose. He held the shortblade in his right hand, Shinayne tight on his shoulder held with his left, and he saw light. Faster he went, pushing his legs up more stairs, ignoring the screams of the demons trying find another way around. He came to the doors, set down the elf, and lifted the bar with all his might. Saberrak smelled fresh air, saw the gray light of the outside as he pushed, and heard the echoes come closer once more. They had found another way around, the demons were still coming. He lifted Shinayne, sprinted, lowered his horns and cleared the doors of Kakisteele. He dove out, as the doors were closing by some force he did not see, and barely cleared them as they slammed shut. His eyes were blinded for a moment from the gray glare, he huffed as he collapsed with Shinayne.
Slam!
“We made it?” Shinayne could not see anything, just black, as the curse of Arabashiel held strong, even outside the mines.
Saberrak covered his eyes, he heard motion, something close. “Yes, we are outside. Wait here, I smell---“
“Nets, now!” Human voices yelled to each other, everything moved quickly, and hundreds of bodies went into action.
Saberrak spun fast, just as nets fell all over him on the plateau over Mooncrest. He roared, slashing the shortblade wildly, trying to get free as his vision returned. More nets fell, then he felt the tips of halbreds under his chin, into his ribs, and all around him from every direction.
“Shinayne, run!”
“Where, I cannot see, who is there?” Shinayne felt around the air, then her head jolted to the side, then again, and she fell to the stone.
“Keep your hands off her!” The minotaur roared, seeing three men cowardly punch his blind elven friend until she fell over unconscious. There was an entire platoon here, waiting.
“Shackles!” The men wrestled the nets down, none of them daring to get too close to the horned warrior. Within a few moments, his ankles and wrists, and neck had irons and chains to hold him. Twenty men grabbed the length of interwoven chains, while twenty more kept their halberds up to his gray hide. The soldiers of Armondeen, several hundred that had been waiting here, picked up the elven woman and marched the minotaur down the path that led into the ruins.
“Where are we going, cowards?” Saberrak huffed, knowing one false move and he would be speared twenty times over, and they had Elicras, their only weapon. 
“Quiet beast!” A brave captain smashed his armored fist into the jaw of the minotaur.
Saberrak laughed, his anger building, his eyes flickering blue. “You will be the first one I kill then.”
“You are going to Lord Amirak Harron Vir Magaste, I would watch my tongue, trespasser.” 
“He will be the second one I kill. You are all dead men, every last one---“
Another blow, another backhanded gauntlet, and three more joined in. The chains pulled down, forcing him to the stone pathway.They beat him until blood poured from his nostrils and ears. Still, Saberrak laughed.
“I am Saberrak Agrannar the gray, son of Tathlyn, and you had better pray that they kill me quickly.” He was weary, stumbling, but they drug him toward the temples with Shinayne. His eyes felt rage.
“Animals do not have names. One more word, and your woman here gets a beating. One word, beast.” The man drew his scimitar and held it at Shinayne’s neck.
Saberrak walked ahead, willingly, now surrounded by two hundred soldiers. He kept his horns low, tried not to hear the chains that rattled, and watched over Shinayne T’Sarrin.
 



Johnas IV:IV
White Spider Throneroom, Valhirst, Chazzrynn
“There are evils in the world, evils that steal heroes, kill our loved ones, and spread injustice with abandon. Know who it is that you fight, for some evils are worse when injured, and some are best left alone and watched. Some, like a sickness, may simply need to run their course.” ---spoken by Cardinal Ashourde VII, at the Aldane Cathedral, to the newly conceived Order of the Broken Wing. Circa 642 B.C.
Johnas sat in his onyx throne, full of opium and wine, and stared at the table in the center of the white spider mosaic on the floor. His brother was at peace, laid out perfectly on the table, and his arms were folded neatly across his chest. In honor of his death, all the members here were gathered in silence. Oggidan Chilar laid on one of the couches, the wound in his back still painful, yet he was the only one allowed not to stand. 
The kris blade rested on his lap, continually humming a sad song and glowing green from the emerald. Johnas Valhera had not shed a tear for anything since his youth, but he was close now. His crown sat on his brow, and Mikhail Salganat’s severed head rested on the steps to his throne. He had the body thrown into the pit yesterday, after he cut it into small pieces with the sword. 
“Read.”
The young student of the arcane he had secretly bought months prior and branded, looked to the stone tablets, the warlock mirrors. Zodriss of Vin Armon, from Armondeen, was only in his third year at Lazlette Academy, yet he was easily entranced into leaving the realm of tutelage and pursuing his career with Johnas Valhera. Coins, power, and membership were an easy decision when his professors would not allow him to further as fast as he wished.
“Yes, your majesty.” Zodriss was nervous, with the funeral of Jehrale Valhera just having finished, and all the gathered members he had not fully met. “Sapphire of the East states all is well in Arouland. Nothing more.”
King Johnas drank his wine, still staring at his dead brother, and paid it no mind. He was certain that the ogre and troll hordes would have finished the west. He expected more detail, but right at this moment, he did not care.
“Next.”
“Yes, yes. Uhhh…King Phillip states that Sebastian has been found, dead, and the others will be found soon. The ceremony in the square is this afternoon, to honor the new Cardinal to Harlaheim. He wishes to inform you that the courier from Caberra never arrived, his ship is at port, but he and the doppelgangers are nowhere to be found. Phillip wishes you well in your new kingdom.” Zodriss breathed in, tracing the words from white marble to black, looking at the secret language, and deciphering it with arcane spells. He breathed out, realizing the Johnas was now looking, but that he had read it correctly.
“Tell him to search with his two agents, the two of the Emerald Eight, and find them, soon.” Johnas stated dryly.
“Yes, your majesty. That was all.” Zodriss began tracing the arcane words to send to Harlaheim.
“Bring in the prisoners.” Johnas stood in front of his throne, sword in hand.
One by one, the chains rattled and the prison doors slammed open and shut. Yelling ensued, echoing into the sanctum of the White Spider, yet the four captains were brought forth. He had taken over three hundred prisoners, but they had all hung from the castle walls early this morning. He picked up Mikhail’s head, and stood by his brother. He looked down, and whispered to Jehrale’s ear.
“I will name a city after you, Jehrale, a mighty city. Mother misses you, and you will forever be Vermillion of the South. I shall let that name die with you, and Ebony of the South, Oggidan who you trained, shall take your position. We won, brother, shame you are not here to see it. Mark my words though, Bryant Salganat and that wood elf, will die very painful deaths when Farrigus returns with them. I swear to you.”
King Johnas Valhera looked up, nearly two hundred agents were watching him. As were the captives. He raised Mikhail’s head in his hand, and walked up to Lord Dimitri of Addisonia. He stared, with his green eyes, and with the severed head he held. His hand made it appear that Mikhail was inspecting him, and Dimitri fell to his knees in sobs as the rotting head was pushed to his face. “Get them all on their knees!”
“Hail!” His members shouted.
“You serve this? Still, you serve this here head in my hands?”
“No, no Johnas, I serve you now, I---“
Slice, thump, thump
“I hate traitors.” Johnas swept the blade across Lord Dimitri’s neck hard and fast, its enchanted edge took the head off clean. Blood shot up a foot or more as the body fell forward to the stone.
“General Fandruss of Loucas, such a decorated soldier and knight. Would you kiss your dead king?” Johnas put the pale blue and blood encrusted lips of the head toward the face of Fandruss. He turned away, gritted his teeth, and then spit in Johnas’ face.
Slice, slice, thump
The blood ran like a gusher, all down his white prison garb, and Johnas dipped Mikhail’s face in the puddle of blood at his feet. Fandruss fell forward, splattering in the crimson river. Johnas set the rotted neck into it, made a slurping sound as if the decapitated head was drinking through its throat, and then lifted it back up. Everyone just stared.
“Mikhail was thirsty, sorry, I have to keep the guest of honor appeased.” Johnas laughed as blood dripped from the severed neck and head of the former king. No one laughed.
“Sir Jallan of Hurne, would you kiss your king? Perhaps follow him into another battle?” The blood soaked face of his king danced now, through the air, as Johnas used the head as a puppet.
“Go fock yourself Valhera, I hope you rot in---“
Slice, slice, slice, slice, slice, Aaarrrghhhh!
Johnas plunged his kris blade into Jallan twenty or more times, filling his face, chest, and neck with blood pouring cuts and lacerations until he finally kicked the corpse over.
“Oh, fock myself, eh? Brave words, enjoy the afterlife.” He walked over to Marcus Mederris, Chancellor and Knight of Southwind Keep.
“Marcus, marcus, marcus…what shall I do with you? It is bad luck to kill a priest, but, I cannot trust to let you live.” He set the head of Mikhail Salganat in the lap of Marcus Mederris.
“Perhaps, you should seek some atonement, say some prayers, before it is too late.” Marcus let the head fall and stood, arms shackled behind his back. “God may forgive you, but I never will.”
“Marcus, you just do not understand, perhaps no one does. Let me explain it to you.” Johnas paced. “There is that moment, in the life of every man, when they realize that what they have done or are about to do, is very wrong.”
Johnas kicked the head of Mikhail, it rolled into the pit, and he smiled. “I do not have those moments, never have.”
“You are a madman, a demon, and your day will come, Alden willing.” Marcus stated with assured resolution.
“That is a matter of debate, one that you may be correct upon, but why wait?” Johnas walked up beside Marcus, lifted his blade to his face, and cut off Marcus’ left ear.
“Aaaahhhhrrghhhh!” Marcus screamed in pain as blood poured down his neck.
Johnas spoke into the disembodied ear. “Can you hear me, oh heavenly one? Are you there? No, I thought not. Will you serve a new king, then Marcus, or continue with prayers to one that does not hear your pathetic suffering?”
“God needs not my body to do his works, I go to meet Alden at the---“
Slice, slice, thud, thud
Johnas cut twice, across the neck, and the head of Marcus Mederris fell to the ground. “Then go, priest, and go quietly to that place that does not exist. Tell them there, who sent you, and tell them I will be sending many more, so many.”
“I feel better, much better.” Johnas sat on the throne, and his agents all stared. “Well, get to work, throw these bodies in the pit! Are you waiting for an invitation?!”
Bodies and heads were drug into the pit, the agents of the White Spider scattered, and Johnas Valhera took his crown and set it on the table with the praying tiger hookah. He looked to his right and saw a black panther stroll slowly into the chamber.
“Crimson of the North, Farrigus, tell me news of our beloved prince and his rescuers.” 
Farrigus slowly formed back into a man, naked, but he stretched a patch over his dead eye. He looked at Johnas and shook his head.
“No. Then tell me we have Lord Alexei T’vellon at least.”
Crimson of the North shook his head again to the no as he walked into the puddles of blood and knelt before the body of Jehrale Valhera.
“No again. And then I will assume you did not find Aelaine Lazlette nor her captain Shilde?” 
“No, my patriarch.” Farrigus bowed to Johnas. 
“Since it is the funeral of my only blood relation, and my first days as king, you will not be killed outright. You have one hour, one hour to leave this castle and start your hunt. Report back to me when you have something of value.” Johnas took a long inhale from the pipe, the smoke hit his lungs, and the world was his.
“Yes, your majesty.”
“Say it again, with feeling.”
“Yes, your majesty!” 
“Afraid not, what’s that mother? You want me to take his other eye? You had better try harder, Farrigus!” Johnas looked to the sword then back to the naked man.
“YES, YOUR MAJESTY!!! HAIL KING JOHNAS!!!” Crimson of the North roared as loud as he could.
“Hail King Johnas!” The members of the White Spider replied in unison.
Johnas grinned from ear to ear, his body numb, his floors covered in blood. He felt whole again, immortal, swooning in his own power.
“Better, yet I would like to hear a lot more of that as the days go on.” He drank some wine and sheathed his blade. “Now, we have a war to plan against Caberra, with Harlaheim and Willborne as allies. I need to have forces gathered here, so that we may take siege to Vallakazz. Ebony of the South!”
“Yes, your majesty.” Oggidan was still in pain, yet he rose to his feet slowly.
“You will go with Crimson here, and find out where our enemies are. I want reports on the west as well. Find Sapphire of the East. I will send for the other four in Devonmir and Harlaheim. The Emerald Eight need to meet, with me, which means what, young Oggidan?” Johnas was pacing now, in front of the throne.
“We need a Jade of the West, your majesty.” Oggidan replied.
“Correct, find me one, someone to train. I want this all done when, Farrigus?”
“Yesterday, your majesty.” He bowed with Oggidan, then turned to leave.
“I love it when you have all the answers.” Johnas put the crown back on his head and sat back down. He laughed to himself and addressed the crowd of criminals. “Men and women, and beasts I suppose, live wealthy, kill often, and do not ever fail me. For your rewards will be uncountable within the White Spider. We are just getting started, my friends, oh yes, this is but the beginning.”
“Hail King Johnas Valhera!” They all shouted, and he smiled that wicked familiar smile, and the emerald flared green.
 



James IV:I
Lower Mines of Kakisteele
“Hirashi uhm atril!” Gwenneth pointed the staff of Imoch toward the door, purple energy flowed into it, and the door slid shut.
Slam, slam, slam, scrape, screech, slam, scrape
“Take my shoulder James, time to move.” The arcane prodigy was terrified, but she could not sound as such, not now. His hand rested on her shoulder, his eyes still smothered with a black swirl of shadow that she could not dismiss, and she alone had to lead them out.
“How many more are there, Gwenne?” The knight of Chazzrynn could hear the demons, from all around them, then the doors shut and they were as far off echoes. He reached for his blade again, on inctinct, but it was not there.
“Twenty or more, they are scattered, trying to surround us in these tunnels. Come on, this way.” She walked fast, not having the energy to hover or fly, and she had to lead James, step by step.
“Just banish them, like before, then we find the others.” 
“James, it is not that easy. I had time on the plateau, a clear view, and they were massed in a group before me. Now, they are coming fast, down small tunnels, and…and…I am weak, James.”
His hand glowed blue, a faint trickle of small harmless warm flames, and it tickled her shoulder. James Andellis kept his shield up as they walked, not that he could see, but just in case. “You know where you are going?”
“No, I have been lost in these tunnels for the last four or five turns, but I sense something ahead. Something hidden, a door that is guarded by some force of magic. It is not far now. Watch the stairs, up, there you go.”
“I trust you.” James smiled as he took the stairs carefully.
“What choice do you have, truly?” She snickered. Her left hand held the green glowing staff, her right hand still shot pins and needles as her sense of touch began to return. The forces she had unleashed into Arabashiel had drained her, hurt her, and she knew that days of rest would be needed soon.
“I could stay here, guard these stairs while you found the others.” James smiled, trying not to think of what had happened, what he had heard. He knew Shinayne was blind as well, and Saberrak had told them to run. His ears told him of the great explosions and the earthquakes, yet all he truly knew was that somewhere in that chaos, Gwenneth had pulled him up and gotten him out.
“No, I need you now, we have to get to the temple of Haddius. What would I do without my knight and protector?”
“I do not think I can protect you much, not like this.” He rubbed his eyes. The shadows parted and swirled, but clung to his face regardless. 
“Then you are here for support, for I do not wish to march this cursed place alone while demons hunt for me.” Gwenne chuckled, turned left, and saw more stairs leading up.
“I will never leave you alone, Gwenneth.” James gripped her shoulder tighter.
“I know.” She felt stronger, his touch, the blue flames, and his words, it all seemed to put her at ease and make her nervous at the same time. Either way, she felt her focus returning.
“I am sorry, about your fathers’ sword. I will find it.” James hung his head as he walked the stairs blindly.
“It is just a sword, James Andellis, just a sword.” Gwenne felt something, a pain in her heart, an ache in her throat.
“No, for me, it is a reminder of the greatest man I ever served with, a hero of Chazzrynn. I carry it in his honor, and yours.” 
“Oh James, not now, please.” Gwenne sniffled.
“One night I swore to it, after I met you, that I would always use it to protect and watch over you. I think, I hope that is, that Arlinne can see that I am living up to my vow.” James felt ahead with his boots, solid flat ground ahead, they had finished the stairs. 
“Is that what I am to you, an oath to my dead father? A vow to the sword of a man I barely remember?” Gwenneth let a tear fall, but anger was starting to follow.
“No.” James spun her around, his hand felt for her face, still his eyes saw but darkness. But, he knew her face, every bit of it, by touch, smell, with all he was inside.
“Then what am I to you, James Andellis?” She whispered, his hand warmed her cheek, blue light and all, and she closed her eyes.
“You are my opposite, my other half, and you have my heart, Gwenne. I know, behind all that power, all your intellect and study, that there is a woman in there that wants to be loved by someone who will never leave her side. I am weak, my strength lies in my honor, my vows, and my service. Things you cannot touch. Yours is a visible force, always there to prove---“ James stopped, he felt her hand on his cheek, it was cold, and sweating, like a young child nearing their first kiss.
“James, stop, please---“
“You can destroy me with your lightning, burn me with your mighty fires, but you cannot stop the love I feel for you. For once I get past your defenses, I have seen someone so like myself, so guarded, yet so in need of love. I feel that pain, that same loneliness, and I---“ Her breath was right there, her air was exhaling into his mouth as he spoke.
“Oh James, stop,---“
“I will never leave you, Gwenneth.”
“I know.”
James felt the back of her long black hair, and though he could not see, his lips found hers in the darkness nonetheless. Her nose pressed to his cheek, and his to hers, and her kiss melted him with every turn it took. It was innocent, moist, and the two barely found a moment to breathe as they held one another. Alone in a cavern, James and Gwenneth held one another close, and kissed as if they had waited their whole lives for it, as if it may never happen again.
Screech, screech, fwap, fwap, screech
Their moment was broken by the sound of Tandorial demons, many this time, flying the tunnels on the hunt and close by. Gwenneth backed up, keeping her hand in his, and wiped her eyes. She breathed out slowly, feeling something she had never felt before, but not knowing how to put it to words.
“Come on, brave knight, we have to find our friends now. This way.” She pulled him in the darkness, lit only by her green emerald atop the staff. Left, then right, then up more stairs, then down a slope. She followed her seventh sense, her arcane sight, and came to a dead end.
She looked hard, noticing faint traces of light from a few cracks, not real light, but the faint glimmer of an enchantment. It was a design, a pattern of a dragon, and its head was looking up. Gwenne focused her fingers and hand into the same posture as the depicted wyrm on the stone, painful as it was, and chanted quietly.
“Urth deas de Nnorostes ex uth jalix.” She spoke the forceful aracane passage in the draconic tongue, blue light radiated from her hand, and the stone parted in seven sliding pieces.
Gray light poured from outside, blinding her from all her time spent underground in these ruins. She grabbed James’ hand, shielded her face with her arm and staff, and walked toward the sandstone street. The shadows of tall temples and spires were ahead, she had found a secret passage into the city from the lower mines, and the stone slid back into place, all on its own as they passed.
“It feels fresh out here, you found it?” James whispered.
“I did, now to the……NO!” Gwenne saw men, hundreds, they looked just as surprised as she was.
Click, click, click, thewmm, thewmm, thewmm
Before she could think, she reacted, as the startled men unleashed a barrage of crossbow bolts at defenseless and blind James. Gwenneth spun around, protecting him on instinct. She felt it then, dozens of sharp pains into her back, too many to count. She screamed in pain as her body was showered with flights.
He was unaware, he could not see, but he felt Gwenneth wrap her arms around him suddenly. Then she jerked hard, and he heard the scream in his ear. She started to fall, but he held her. His hands felt her back, all the bolts protruding, and the blood. 
“No, no, no!!! Bastards, no!” James felt his tears, he started pulling the flights out as the two collapsed on the stone street. He could not see, but his hand scrambled to pull the bolts free as his other hand unleashed its warmth into her skin. Then, she was gone, the men pulled him away.
“I… love… you… Ja…” Her voice trickled out in whisper, as the soldiers of Armondeen dragged her body away. Her staff flashed one last time as it fell from her hand, her eyes lay open and still, and a trail of blood smeared the stone as her body was taken toward the temples. Gwenneth’s head fell to one side, her legs twitched once, and then a bit of crimson trickled out of her mouth where air should have been.
“Gwenneth! Gwenneth! Let me heal her you damned---“
Thump, crack, thump, crack
“Take him.”
James saw nothing, his head had been struck hard three times, then the back of his neck. Sounds came and went, he felt like he was being carried from under his arms. It flashed back, the ogre, Arouland, the capture and torture that had haunted him his whole life. His ears heard soldiers, then he heard his name, and Gwenneth’s. He heard Shinayne crying, he heard Saberrak roaring, and chains rattling. James heard men talking, but he could not respond.
“Is she dead, captain?”
“No breath, no pulse, yes, she is dead my lord.”
“Who gave the order to fire?”
“No one, my Lord Amirak, it was accidental, they surprised us. None of us knew a door was there, in the stone behind us, it was an accident my----“
Slice, thud, thud
“I do not tolerate failure. These trespassers are to be sacrificed to Kashtamias, now we have one less. Sir Orlimane, find the dwarf that was with them. Now.”
James reached around, blindly, then they took his shield. He felt the manacles go on his arms and legs, but still he reached for Gwenneth, not knowing that she was twenty feet away and out of his grasp. His tears were constant, silent, and more painful than anything he had ever felt.
“James, be strong now.”
It was Saberrak’s voice, whispering, but he did not care. His voice was nothing but sorrowful screams should he open his mouth. He kept feeling for Gwenneth, blood pouring down his head, blind, and desperate.
“Saberrak, where is Gwenneth, tell me it is not true, tell me, please.Tell me they did not kill her.” Shinayne whispered as well, unable to see, just like James, but she had heard the soldiers. Her tears fell from blinded eyes.
“I do not know.” Saberrak lied, hard as it was for him, but he looked to James and Shinayne and saw their tears. The minotaur refused to describe what he saw, he couldn’t, not now. He pulled again on the chains, it was no use, they would hold a giant. They were held on the outside of a great red circle, full of infernal designs and blood, he could smell the blood. A legion of soldiers was spread out through the ruins, yet here he saw the man he had met in Evermont, Harron, with other blue painted Armondi nobles at his side.
“Do not lie to me, minotaur, where is she?” James trembled, his hands grasping as his chains drug on the stone.
Saberrak looked to Gwenneth, to her open mouth and blank stare, to the pool of dark blood underneath her still form, and he hung his head in silence.
 



Balric IV:III              
L’Herrim Square, City of Harlaheim
“You are the sworn swords of the Church, and blessed by the heavenly father. However, there is that deciding moment, in the life of every man, where it would be nothing short of insane to follow through with ones chosen course of action for God. For you, in the Crossguard Legion of Alden, you will embrace that moment, and seek the glory of what is far beyond it, always and forever.” ---Words of High Lord Bishop Parmaine, General of the Crossguard Legion in Shanador.  Circa 339 A.D.
The royal balcony was constantly moving with servants carrying fruits and wine. The Crossguard Legion was formed in dozens of honor brigades throughout L’Herrim castle and the Square. The masses were innumerable through the streets, from adjacent stories and balconies of other grand structures, and they packed in tight by every sidestreet in old Harlaheim. All waited in the early afternoon heat for a glimpse of Cardinal Ganaire d’Hegnout, the High Bishop from their own Harlian city of Saint Etienne, the man confirmed as the holy voice of God to replace the late Cardinal Desmonde here on Agara. Despite their lack of divine leadership here at home, Harlaheim had more elected Cardinals in their bloody history than all the other kingdoms combined.
Kalzarius ate a grape as he watched the feathered crosses wave from the crowd. Some were golden, some sparkled with design, and some were but banners or old clothing with red paint. He smiled and waved his hand as people shouted his name from below. It was seldom he was seen in the public eye, and even more rare that he was beside the ruler of the kingdom in any peaceful fashion. The old master of the arcane took another grape that passed by on a tray, and put his hand on King Phillips shoulder.
“You must be nervous, your majesty. This is quite a gathering, largest I have ever seen in the capital.” 
“I not deny that I have a few butterflies in my stomach, Kalzarius.” Phillip closed his eyes, reapeating his planned speech over and over. His short hair was curled and perfect, his purple sashes and surcoats of dark red and gold were splendid, and his crown was under his arm. Still a soldier, still a knight, even his rapier was at his side with the thousands armed to protect him.
“Try being the voice of God Alden for a continent, my young king Phillip. Then, will you understand a bit of pressure.” Cardinal Ganaire was old, not as much as Kalzarius, yet his curled mustache and trimmed silver beard were the only white hairs left to be seen. Spots of sun dotted his tan complexion, when the wrinkles allowed them to be seen. Still, he was showered in white cloth, red sashes, and golden feathered crosses galore. His hat, the pointed and draped regalia of the Cardinal, also sat aside due to the heat of the season.
“Yes Cardinal, but you have spoken in Acelinne, all over Shanador, and you will visit every kingdom on this continent to speak your words. I have been king for but two months now.” Phillip retorted with a smile and a bow.
“Yes, but if your words be true, they come naturally, my son.” Ganaire smiled back and stood, his scepter of the feathered cross of solid gold, was heavy for him.
Phillip faked a smile now, he hated being called son, by anyone. He detested his real father, even after his death so many years back. The king of Harlaheim went back to his recitations.
“May I, your graces?” Kalzarius walked toward the balcony, staff in hand, and motioned toward the rowdy crowds that chanted his name now in their early afternoon wine and spirits.
“I do not have any opposition, great wizard. Your legend has been a fixture of Harlaheim for many decades, I need a few moments in any regard. King Phillip?” The Cardinal went for his hat and a bit more wine.
Phillip hesitated, then felt his nerves go in too many directions. “Fine, fine Kalzarius. But, make it short.”
“Your graces.” He bowed to them both, and walked forward onto the castle balcony far above the masses. 
His hand went high, his staff flashed with red and purple sparks, the colors of Harlaheim. Then, a blast of purple and crimson erupted from his hand into the bright blue skies and swirled into a feathered cross for a moment before the winds had their way with his arcane display. The crowds roared and cheered, tens of thousands, maybe over one hundred thousand, and the deafening applause thundered into Harlaheim. Kalzarius smiled, seeing a flash of light from across the square, near the flagpoles that had yet to raise the banners of Harlaheim and the church. Cilano was ready.
“My kinsmen, my brethren of the great kingdom of Harlaheim, today, we honor our new king, a new Cardinal to our city, and a new age for both this country and the continent. Without further display or delay, would you---“
“More lights, more magic, come on!” A heckler, a loud one and well practiced, boomed his pleas over the crowds. He was soon followed by the masses.
Kalzarius held up his hand and staff once more, thinking of a beautiful crown and rose, and he smiled as his powers flowed. He looked back to Phillip, received a disgruntled nod as he placed his crown atop his head, and then nodded. He looked past the Cardinal, into the foyer of the great dining hall of L’Herrim Castle, and the two servants he knew, nodded back to him.
“You want more? Than I, the great Kalzarius, shall give more.” The crowds roared even louder as his staff sparkled with arcane majesty that they had heard of, but rarely seen.
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Clang, clang, slice, slice, clang, slice
Balric D’vrelle slashed his rapier through two more agents in black masks, parrying their every attack with the enchanted steel. His face was painted red beneath a crimson steel mask of his own, one of a snarling wolf. His bracers were the same steel, his armor was light chain with a red dyed fur cloak over it, and he moved like the wind through the underground. Richmond was close behind, dressed the same.
“I must say, you are fantastic with the rapier, Balric.” Lord Rodreigo came up beside him with a slash of his shamshir, dispatching another agent of the White Spider with ease. 
“Agreed. Richmond, you could not find a better master of the blade to teach you, I am envious.” Prince Willian dell Barrato of Caberra parried with his curved blade, then the dagger, and sliced down with both across the open chest of another black clad agent. He was pulling up the rear, keeping Richmond safe, while Balric and Rodreigo led them under L’Herrim Castle.
Richmond drew his rapier as five more agents came from the bend in the sewers. “He has taught me for three straight days, all day, all night. My arm is still twitching, but I can fight.”
“Good, but remember, those were beginner lessons, Richmond.” Balric feinted a lunge, as did Rodreigo and Richmond, and they saw the whites of the eyes behind the black masks. 
Before the agents could take in the strange red garb and masks, they reacted to the short lunges of these men. As they parried blades that were not there, three steel tips redoubled foreward intot heir chests. 
“Who are you?” One of the agents withdrew, leaving the blade of Balric to make quick work of his comrade, which he did with two simple strokes of his rapier.
“We are the Red Wolves of Agara, and we hunt spiders.” Rodreigo spun fast and disarmed the shorblade with two flicks of his edge. Before the man could run or question or beg for his life, Richmond plunged his sword into his chest, cleanly.
“Kill quickly, men. Remember, these agents work for Johnas Valhera, the brand is for life, they will never betray. So you leave a sword in the night for someone else, if you let them live.” 
No one spoke, no one disagreed, and behind these four men laid over twenty spies and agents of the White Spider. They ran left, then right, then up stairs that were unlocked from above. The sewer smell faded, the stone turned marvelous gray, and they came upon rows of cells. Balric led with Richmond now at his side, running in the dark of the prison ward. More spiraling stairs, more open doors, just as planned. 
Richmond gasped, three hands covered his mouth, as he realized where they were. His hand reached out, touching the crimson cloth behind the thrones. Balric turned his face toward him, lifted his mask, and shook his head to the no. He pointed to Richmond, then to the wall to their left, a secret passage that was also convieniently left partially open. Richmond nodded.
Up the stairs between walls they went, in total darkness, yet Richmond knew this passage well. They passed the floor with the royal suites, the floors with the barracks of the royal guard, the guest rooms, the noble prisons, and even the great dining halls of L’Herrim. He wanted to go in, he wanted to see his former castle and home, but up past they went, unseen and unheard.
The wall at the end of the stairs pushed in, opening to an attic at the top of the castle. They ran for the window, it was open, ropes and banners there as they should be. They pulled the banners of Harlaheim in, then fastened the old crimson ones in their place. 
Balric peered out, seeing a flash of light from Cilano, half a mile across the city, he saw it glistening from his staff. They were ready.
“I have never done this before, never, oh this is madness.” Richmond was breathing heavy.
“What, you never broke into a castle and plotted revolution?” Rodreigo commented.
“Not that.” Richmond stated dryly.
“You never planned a symbolic assault on a kingdom during a ceremony, with but ropes down the side of a castle as your only chance of escape?” Prince Willain asked.
“No. Not that either, though this is insane. No, I have never spoken to..said that…well I…” Richmond stuttered, the words were stuck.
“You have spoken speeches that inspired your kingdom beyond most kings. Surely this is---“ Balric was cut off.
“Yes, but I never spoke, never spoke the truth. Not ever, it was all lies, fancy words to sway people from the truth, to overlook the things I was really doing. Now, I have to tell the truth.” Richmond sighed, grateful he had gotten it out.
“There is a first time for everything, Richmond. What you do now, will plant the seeds for the future. I am with you.” Balric grabbed his shoulder.
“And I.” Prince Willian nodded with his wolf mask.
“And I.” Lord Rodreigo bowed in grand fashion.
“You are not Richmond the Second up there, the former king. You are Richmond, a Red Wolf of Agara, a hunter in the night, a warrior unknown for the freedom from tyranny that has overtaken your kingdom. Remember that. Do not reveal it until the right moment.” Balric pulled his mask down, drew his blade, and grabbed a rope. “You now stand for hope, Richmond. And we stand with you.”
“Very well, let us go then.” Richmond breathed in deep, grabbed a rope, and stepped out the window at the top of his former castle. He pulled the mask down, and cleared his throat.
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“Today, as you all know, is our honorable welcome of a new Cardinal.” Phillip was sweating, never had he seen so many people gathered in one place. They all stared at him, applauded his words, yet his stomach was turning flips inside.
“It is also a day for our Agarian allies. We give honor to our friends to the south, to the newly seceded King Johnas Valhera of Chazzrynn, who was here through our most difficult times at Richmond’s murder. In years and kings past, Chazzrynn was our strongest ally, and so it is again.” It was applause he heard, scattered and solemn, but it helped him continue.
“This day also marks another alliance, our brothers to the west, from the kingdom of Willborne. I have heard this day, that their council has finally decided upon a king and queen. Long ago, our kingdoms were allied against Caberra, in terrible wars, and I have the honor of stating to you, my people, that King Valistor and Queen Katrina shall once again honor those old friendships.” Phillip raised his hands high, receiving a little more bolstering cheers than his last pause, yet his nerves were still on edge.
“The culprits responsible for the murder of our former king are still loose, yet one, Sir Sebastian Caunrenier, has been killed after another vicious attack on our sanctity. Many men died in that fight, but make no mistake my people, I will see justice done. The Caberran Prince will be found, even if it means war with his kingdom.” The people were cheering now, hearing blood, wanting justice, and listening to finely polished promises. King Phillip smiled and held his hands up to continue.
“Long has Caberra held naval threat over our lands, and now their nobility has assaulted and insulted us on such a level, a low level of murder and conspiracy, one that I, as king, will tolerate no more!” He drew his blade, the people roared like thunder, and he felt like the king of his people at last. Phillip saluted with his sword to his chest, then the sky, and his men went into action. The flags on flagpoles were raised, his banners hoisted everywhere, and the massive ten story curtains with the crown and rose of Harlaheim began to unfold down either side of him on the castle walls.
“Now, may I introduce the---“ The sudden lapse of applause held his attention and his tongue. The people were pointing, gasping, confused. Phillip had expected thunderous shouts, and nothing less, for the spectacle of pride he had spent days planning in honor of the new Cardinal. Where feathered crosses should have risen, there were wolf head designs on crimson flags. Where his banners of Harlaheim should be flying in the Square, snarling wolf heads of black looked back on fluttering cloth. And on either side of him, where the picturesque hundred foot draperies of scripture and Phillips image should have fallen in his Harlian glory, wolf heads with long tears in the cloth to resemble claw marks fell instead. He was horrified, beyond words, Phillip was suddenly frozen with embarrassing terror and shock. 
Kalzarius covered his mouth and stared with wide eyes. Cardinal Ganaire shook his head and walked onto the balcony, eyes unblinking. And then they saw it, from directly over their king, atop the roof of L’Herrim Castle. Everyone turned, every Harlian present, all eyes were on an armored man with crimson boots and bracers, a matching mask shaped like a wolf head, and his red fur cloak. He lifted his golden rapier as he spoke, three identical forms stood behind him, all four of them with their blades out glistening in the sun.
“People of Harlaheim, you have been mislead by your rulers, your soveriegns, and your own blood! This man here, this king below me, is but a player on a stage, and he is responsible for the attempted murder of your former king Richmond! He and Johnas Valhera, and so many others! What does he sell you, what do you buy that he flaunts with his words?! Fine promises of justice, beautiful vows of war, another enemy country, or are you purchasing rubbish from another crown and another name?!” Richmond yelled it over the masses, they cheered as he paused, some yelled toward the balcony in vicious tones. He felt it, he felt the revolution in their blood, his blood, he knew his Harlian people well. He waited, he waited for the question from the crowd.
“Get me archers, get me soldiers, and get me their blood, capitan. Get those banners down, or your head will roll in the square tonight!” Phillip turned from the crowd for a moment, then turned back as he heard his soldiers begin their march through the castle.
“What do you offer that is any different?” Cilano yelled over the masses, there was no way anyone would find him there.
“I offer freedom, a new start, and the truth! Your queen Rosana lives, your knights were murdered, and the alliances Phillip speaks of are all the result! Black masks upon branded white spiders move through every city at night! They placed Phillip on the throne, look in his eyes and see if I lie! The war he wishes with Caberra is merely another takeover, another ploy to keep you blinded, and Johnas Valhera takes another country from below with our lives! Your men will die, ladies of Harlaheim! Your children will grow up thinking their fathers died for their kingdom, when in truth, they died for land and power of a foreign warlord!” Richmond stepped back, seeing many archers funnel and push through the masses. He waited, another question, one more, and they had to leave. Otherwise, they would be captured or filled with flights.
“Kalzarius, do something!” Phillip was still in shock, unable to see the voice from above him, only hear the words. They sounded familiar, the voice, he had heard this man before.
“Go Kalzarius, discredit him while the soldiers move to arrest.” The Cardinal stepped back to allow him through.
“Very well, very well. This is atrocious in the most dishonorable degree, where are your guards, king Phillip?” Kalzarius shook his head as he neared the railing, and yelled up to the men on the roof.
“And you speak of kings, knights, and noble blood so bravely behind your mask and paint! You are likely just some foreign spy sent to cause unrest! I say you are likely a gutter rat, so before this kingdom listens to your lies further, show your true self!” Kalzarius tapped his staff, hearing some applause, trying to keep his grin from showing.
Richmond felt the towel, still wet, as Balric handed it to him from behind. He wiped his face, removed the mask, and the simultaneous gasps of tens of thousands rippled the very air. The Cardinal looked to Kalzarius, Kalzarius shrugged to Phillip unable to see up there at the angle of the balcony, then someone said it from the crowd.
“Richmond the Second!”              
“Not possible.” Kalzarius gasped and looked to king Phillip and the Cardinal. “Richmond is dead, must be an imposter, or someone of close resemblance, your majesty.”
“My name is of no importance, all you need know, my people of Harlaheim, is that the Red Wolves of Agara have risen once more! You will hear howls in the night, howls of freedom, and of revolution! Do not be bought, do not be sold, and do not believe one thing this imposter of a king preaches to you!” Richmond threw the red paint smeared towel, it fluttered in the air, and landed below on the balcony, next to Phillip. Arrows loosed, they came close to the red Wolves, but not yet in range. The crowd was chanting his name, it was deafening, and the soldiers could not get through.
“Richmond, Richmond, Richmond!”
“Your men die in other kingdoms for foreign nobility, and your king holds a brand on his back, a brand of a spider courtesy of his master, look and see! Down with king Phillip! Out with the truth! Hold true to your kingdom, and the Red Wolves shall return!” Richmond pulled down his wolf mask.
Richmond saw one of the men hand him a rope, the other two stood guard as he descended the fastest hundred fifty feet he had ever gone, straight down the backside of the castle. His hands burned through the gloves, yet he was on the cobblestone, rapier in hand. The others landed with him, seconds after, and the chase was on. Arrows flew, guards charged from every direction, and the people roared the name of the Red Wolves, and then they even howled like wolves themselves.
Just as legions of soldiers converged upon the position of these four men, down the sewer grate they went, and out of sight. Balric slid the bar across the steel plate that Rodreigo handed him. Then Willian slid in the other, the grate was impassible, for now. 
Richmond was smiling, from ear to ear, covered in sweat. His eyes blinked over and over, not believing what they just did. “That..that was..incredible. I felt…hope.”
“Well spoken Richmond, well done.” Lord Rodreigo patted him on the shoulder.
“Indeed, even I was inspired.” Prince Willian of Caberra saluted him with his shamshir, and Richmond returned the gesture with his rapier.
“And now it begins. Time to move, men, time to move. They will be down here soon, we can congratulate one another when we make it back to the tower.” Balric led them quickly down into the sewers he knew so well.
Balric did not think of Vanessa, nor Johnas Valhera, nor all the troubles in Chazzrynn. His mind was on Alden, not revenge, but on his training, the men at his side, and the mission to bring his country out of wicked hands. He felt free, no more foreign guises and assasinations, no more cutthroat deals. Here, in the Red Wolves, with his former king, he could fight for honor. Here, Balric D’Vrelle finally felt purpose, passion, and pride for his Harlaheim.
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“Tell me the banners are down, at least that.” Phillip massaged his forehead in the dining hall by the balcony.
“They are down, the proper banners are rising, it is over, your majesty.” Kalzarius bowed.
“Your grace, it is time then. My apologies for that little display of jovial vigilantes, I will have them hung from the castle walls for disgracing you, rest assured.” Phillip drank some wine, then poured another glass, and drank that as well.
Cardinal Ganaire paused, looked out the balcony, and thought of many words to say. He remembered his histories, from his long years past in tutelage at the mission. He smiled. He knew what the Red Wolves of Agara had stood for many centuries ago, why they had risen, and what they had accomplished. Few would know of it, unless old or well studied, and then the Cardinal looked to Kalzarius. 
The master of the arcane looked back to Ganaire, no smile on his face, but one for certain in his eyes. It was a knowing glance. “Your grace, how may I assist you?”
Ganaire turned and walked toward the balcony. He looked out as people roared and cheered for him, more for what he symbolized. God Alden had been kept from them and was more of a desperate hope than worship. It was not what it was long ago, and Harlaheim needed change. He made the sign of the feathered cross upon his chest, the masses followed, then he put his hand out in the air, and silently blessed the people. Ganaire said not a word, and walked back inside. Still, the cheers and shouts of thanks and love went into the humid Harlaheim air toward the new Cardinal.
“What..what was that? You are not going to speak to them, they have been waiting for days, Cardinal. What is this?” Phillip stood, angry, in disbelief that the Cardinal, a Harlian by blood, and after what had happened, would not give all he could to settle the masses.
“Your people need not the words of some old man with a title, nor decress and threats and laws. They need love, King Phillip, and they need to see actions that show that love.” Ganaire sighed and smiled to Kalzarius. “Give them displays of kingly generosity, inspire them with deeds, if you can.”
“This is preposterous, you said not one word out there, how dare you?” Phillip looked to Kalzarius, his eyes wide in shock again. “Can you believe this?”
“How dare I? How dare you promise the Cardinal of the Aldane Church to hang men from your walls in his honor? Alden is the father of sacrifice, of love for mankind, of heaven, who had his wings torn from him for his people. He gave all, so that we would survive, Phillip. He is not a God of killing and vengeance that so many manipulate this feathered cross into for themselves, no.” Ganaire paused and took a breath.
“You want words, here are my words. I will take my Crossguard Legion, all nine thousand here, and leave tomorrow. We will return to Acelinne, and let you heal your kingdom on your own. You have enough interference as it is. I will return, in one years’ time, and see if you are ready to hear my holy praises. For right now, you are not.” The Cardinal began to walk out, followed by his holy guards, and priestly servants.
“My forces are minimal here, Cardinal. Saint Erinsburg is gone, I loaned five thousand soldiers to Chazzrynn, our ally, and by taking your Legions, I am at risk. You cannot do this, we have an agreed upon document.” Phillip was sweating now, he had worked very hard with Johnas to ensure that the documents were in place, forged of course, to keep that force here as he began his rule. 
“I signed no document, King Phillip.”
“But the previous Cardinal, Desmonde, he signed and offered support.” Phillip replied.
“Pity. Farewell, King Phillip. Farewell, Kalzarius of Harlaheim. God bless.” Cardinal Ganaire smiled to himself as he walked out.
“The church will here of this, I will write to Acelinne, Cardinal. And you call yourself a Harlian?” Phillip growled.
Ganaire turned to say something, then continued out of sight with his hand raised. Kalzarius bowed as best he could in his old age, and tried not to smile.
“Now what do we do, Kalzarius? I have an army that is one third of what I need. Johnas Valhera will be expecting us to meet in Willborne with battle plans, Caberra will not sit idly and wait, and I have not enough. I need an army, soon.” Phillip sat back down, slowly, his hand trembling.
“How may I assist you and Harlaheim, your majesty? I have no army, but I could help with smaller tasks.”
“I need those vigilantes found, I need the Caberran emissary found, I need protection in the streets….I….” Phillip looked up to the ancient old man, one that had been targeted by every king since he had been alive, and one Phillip himself had even laid siege to at his tower. He squinted. “I do not know if I can trust you, Kalzarius.”
“Your majesty. I teach arcane study at my tower. I am older than old at this point, and I have lived all my life in Harlaheim. I love my kingdom, my city, and the people. You are the king, and you have my services. All you need do, is ask.” Kalzarius put his hand on Phillips back, right behind the heart, right where he knew the brand of the White Spider would be. “Please do not judge what you do not understand, like so many kings before you.”
“Of course not, I am not Richmond.” Phillip reached for his rapier, slowly. He felt the pressure, exactly on his brand, then it was gone. He blinked and shook his head, then slid the blade back down. 
“I will handle these,fools and their silly wolf banners, I have many eyes in the night. I could also have my students patrol the docks if need be. But beyond that, I can only give counsel, your majesty.” Just as he thought, his hand had seen through the clothing, and the brand was there. Kalzarius bowed with a serious demeanor. “That should take some pressure off of you.”
“Yes, yes it will.” Phillip stood, defeated this day, but he was still king. “You have much to do, and by tomorrow, I shall have a long list of things I need done Kalzarius of Harlaheim.”
“Oh?”
“Yes, many things indeed. You are loyal to your king, of course?” Phillip thought of too much too fast. Diamond and Emerald, his Emerald Eight from Johnas, would have to follow Kalzarius closely, watch the tower, and hunt for those infamous secret entrances. His mind swam with plans on how to catch him with Richmond and Balric, for he knew, he sensed, that the old man was involved. Too many witnesses here now, but this wizard before him had outlived anything of use. “And your king asks for your loyal assistance, starting immediately.”
“I will always serve the interests of Harlaheim, and always have, your majesty.” He winked to the king with a grin.
“Then we will have no issues, you and I. That will be pleasant for us both.” Phillip tapped his rapier.
“Surely it will.” Kalzarius started milling over in his mind how Cilano would have to watch the kings’ movements. The students would be taking hidden positions in parts of the castle, and who would start tracking the armies of Willborne, and even who would be setting up the opened and closed doors for the Red Wolves. His mind was racing as he smiled. “It will be a wonderful change of pace, your majesty, for us not to disagree. Good afternoon, King Phillip.”
“I will see you tomorrow, Kalzarius, in the morning. Do not be late.” Phillip nodded to his hidden agents by the stairs.
Kalzarius turned, sensing something arcane by the stairs, a pendant on a man he did not see. “On second thought, I have not flown home for so long, the balcony looks most refreshing.”
Phillip watched the old man walk outside to the balcony, white and gray robes fluttering, and rose up and out into the air. He followed, slowly. He gazed across the city, the old libraries and castles, the gargoyle cornered Square, the statues of old Harlaheim, and then to the floating old mage heading toward the twenty stories of marble swirled gray and white that stuck out to the south and east like a thorn in the sky. He smiled down to the people that still loitered in L’Herrim Square and the castle grounds.
“Hail King Phillip!” About twenty people of the thousands still in view, shouted up to the king as he raised his hand.
“Long live the Red Wolves!” Someone, very drunk, shouted back over the crowd, then others followed. Then hundreds began to howl and laugh.
“Capitan, you, yes you down there.” Phillip raised his voice to the front of the gates below the balcony.
“Yes, yes your majesty?” He fell to a knee.
“How many men with you, capitan?”
“I have two fifty, sire.”
“Imrpison anyone that speaks the name of the Red Wolves, beat anyone that howls, and do it in plain daylight. Now.” Phillip smiled, listened to the stomping of boots and plate armor, the orders were heard and repeated below, and people scattered. Then he heard screams of pain, steel into flesh, and blood curdling fear from men and women. He closed his eyes, the square filling with bloodshed and punishment, and it was sweet music to his ears. He whispered to himself. 
“God Bless Harlaheim.”
 



Azenairk IV:III
Kakisteele Throneroom
“On your knees, Thalanaxe.” Mudren Sheldathain gave his prisoner a shove, but he did not fall. He hefted the blacksteel warhammer, as if threatening to smash his skull from behind, and hesitated.
“No, not yet servant. I want him to swear and beg for mercy, as you did once.” Arabashiel motioned with her finger for Zen to be brought to her feet.
Zen eyed the throne, while keeping his head down and trying to ignore the tingling sensation in his ash filled mouth. She sat, still injured and bleeding in a few spots, and the arms of the throne rose to her breasts. A brazier on each side simmered with quiet flames of green but were large enough to stand on for a moment. Four steps up the stairs, leap onto the brazier, then jump to the arm of the throne, c’mon Zen, that’s not too hard then. Shinayne does things like that all the time. Who ye’ foolin’, Zen, you be no warrior like that, oh Vundren, give me courage now. He felt Carice in his right hand, the broadsword of James in his left, still hidden as his arms were behind his back and the blades placed through his belt.
“Kneel!” Mudren pushed again, but his prisoner would not fall to a knee. The cursed dwarf backed up, six steps, and kelt down. “He is too proud, my mistress.”
“Would you care to beat the pride out of him, servant?” Arabashiel smiled, baring her fanged mouth, and her eyes glistened purple with wicked amusement. Her right hand smoldered, the long curved scimitar of embers and steel began to form from the dark realms. “Or should I do it for you?”
“Let me try, my mistress. I have just the trick, right here, one that Thalanaxe will most enjoy.” Mudren tapped the warhammer to the golden stone. “Aye, he will indeed.”
With a roar from deep within, and a savage eyed glare that was part curse and part angry dwarf, Mudren Sheldathain sprinted ahead with the warhammer back to strike. He ran right at Azenairk, weapon ready to crush his skull, and passed right by him.
Whoosh!
Thank ye’ Vundren, thank ye’ father, we come to meet ye’ soon now. Bless us. He thought and prayed fast, raised his head, and opened his eyes. 
“For Kakisteele!” Mudren lunged into the air from his dead run, armor, shield, and all. The warhammer slammed into her knee, shattering bone inside, and he clamored up the steps and stood between her legs.
Crack, crack, thud, crack!
“Aaaarrrgghhhaaa!” The cursed dwarven king slammed Zen’s hammer over and over into her face, her chest, and her swordarm. He unleashed a fury of two thousand years of slavery, a hate of servitude, and a vengeance of knowing all she had done to his people in the name of their wicked God.
She was distracted, stunned, and Zen went into action. He pulled Carice and the griffon hilted broadsword free from behind. His steps were quick up the stairs, ducking a strike from her black feathered wing. He jumped to the lip of the brazier, his bare feet sizzled from the heat of the hot gold, yet he did not falter. No fear now, come on Zen.
He heard her screams, and the painful roars of Mudren, as she plunged the scimitar through him. Zen saw her other arm grab Mudren’s head, and the scorching blade began to tear him in two, yet on he battled with the warhammer. Azenairk leapt to the arm of the throne, barely landing with wobbly balance, and he stood. He looked at Mudren. Don’t look, don’t look, just go, Zen.
Slap, slice, slap, thud, Aaaarrgggghhh!
First Mudren’s severed arms hit the stone floor, then his bottom half was sliced off with her ember scimitar, and then Mudren was held by the head. Then that too, was cut off from Arabashiel’s netherworld blade, and the pieces of the cursed dwarf fell down the steps of the throne. She went to stand. Now, Zen, gotta’ go now.
Slice, slice, slice!
Zen plunged Carice deep into her chest, the glowing elven steel went through her flesh with ease as blood poured, and she fell back into the throne. Then the broadsword of James Andellis dove into her neck, and Azenairk pulled himself higher. As she grabbed him, his shirt tore free, and he pulled Shinayne’s blade out and dove it up into her lower jaw and out her mouth. Blood sprayed all over them both, and her claws dug into his back. Arabashiel dropped her sword, it was no use with him this close, and she grabbed his neck and squeezed. 
Azenairk fought the grip, pulled the broadsword loose, and plunged it up through the roof of her mouth, and out the top of her head. Her scream would have driven the bravest of heroes into flight, but not Zen, not now.
Pulling down with his right arm holding Carice through her lower jaw, then pushing up with his left arm gripping the broadsword in her head, the dwarven priest of Vundren opened her mouth until immortal bone popped and skin tore wide open on her cheeks. He put his face in her fanged mouth, just as her fingernails clenched into his throat and neck. Her teeth scraped his face and drew blood. He did not care.
Azenairk opened his mouth into hers, holding the blades open with trembling strength, and white golden light flashed. He heard children singing dwarven hymns, women chanting prayers to Vundren, all in the pouring light that swirled from his mouth into the fanged maw of Arabashiel. His eyes teared, from the song, from the pain of her fingers into his throat, and from the sight of little dwarven faces flowing down into the Gimmorian mistress of curses. 
Arabashiel gagged, coughed, and screamed to get the light and ashes from her mouth, yet it was no use. They dove into her throat, down to her chest, and consumed her in divine revenge. Light poured from her healing wounds, bright white light, and her eyes cried blood as she looked to the dwarf responsible. Her legs trembled as she stood, her arms gripped his neck, and with all she had left she ripped the Azenairk’s throat out and hurled him down the steps.
Zen tried to scream and roar in pain, but the air came and went from his neck, a neck torn open wide and pouring his blood all over the golden floor. He stopped his roll, and came face to face with the smiling head of Mudren Sheldathain. His body went to stand, yet he could not. The deathgrip on the enchanted blades of his friends was tight, yet he was fading fast. Crimson came in coughs and gags, and he dropped the swords to the floor, then touched his neck and thought of a prayer. He could not speak, his throat was still in her hand. Please Vundren, heal me wounds, or take me to yer halls on Mount Maonell. Just let me see her die first, then I can go.
Arabashiel walked down the steps, trying to summon her sword, but it would not come. She tried to fly, but her wings were disintegrating fast. The thirteenth born Gimmorian pointed to Zen Thalanaxe, went to speak, and then her eyes flashed white. Her teeth went white, then her veins, and then Arabashiel fell to the ground. The immortal mistress of curses lifted her head, and part of it fell like ash to the floor. Black midnight hair curled into white dust, her skin peeled to gray debris, and then the white light rose slowly from her remains, and disappeared.
All was still in the throneroom of Kakisteele, nothing moved, and the fires of divine lights faded from all around until but pitch black darkness remained. Mudren Sheldathain was in pieces, Arabashiel was dust and ash, and Azenairk Thalanaxe let his eyes close. He felt not his heartbeat, nor the air in his chest come or go, and his body went cold. He tried to pray, in his darkening mind, one hand on his neck, the other on his hammer and moons.
Thank ye’ father, glory to Vundren, it is done. God, please watch over me friends. Send them me love, tell them I couldn’t have done it without em’. Please accept Mudren and I into yer halls, and let me be with me family…
 



Angeline IV:II
Ruins of Mooncrest
“Every movement, every flicker from the corner of your eye, and every single noise upon Her lush lands of life, is a sign sent from the Mother. Follow the signs, embrace them, and She will always lead you to where you need to be. That is why you are here, whether you admit it or not.”---Words of Larens of Guidance, spoken to Angeline Berren, on the side of Soujan Mountain. Circa 335 A.D.
The little form was quick, hiding from shadow to shadow, sneaking into the ruined city. The skies were gray, yet light of the sun was trying it seemed, to pass through. Angeline saw many soldiers being ordered out of the ruins by their superiors. Her eyes saw a ruined city from milennia past, yet she followed her feelings that told her to follow this little sneak. She was no war leader, as the men and women organized a defense of their caravan. The lady of the Knights Soujan was here for something else, something with Gwenneth Lazlette, yet she could not feel her anywhere. Her eyes caught something to follow, and in all her training and faith, she knew not to question it.
Angeline waited behind old elven buldings, then ran behind platoons of marching Armondi men, keeping hidden from sight. Along the sandstone pathway she crept, at the base of the mountains, weaving between old fortress walls. The figure moved fast, despite being half her height, and it was headed for a tall structure with no stairs and open floors. The southside of a ring of tall temples was busy with nearly a legion of men coming and going. Soldiers came from both directions now, scouts converged near them unaware, and Angeline rushed behind the little man that she had felt to follow. He, it, whatever the stealthy shadow was, had gotten itself into a tight spot. And now, Angeline was only one sound or false move away from being found by what she knew to be wicked men serving a dark purpose.
Do not move, do not speak, I am a friend. I am right behind you, yet if you move, you will be seen. Hold still.
Tubrey o’ Tarnobb looked around, scratched his head, and tried to calm his racing heart. Someone spoke in his mind, a woman, a voice he had never heard. He froze regardless, crouching behind a row of ceramic garden pots holding dead vines, and saw the Armondi soldiers pass by. He looked, the temple he was trapped at had no stairs. He had been tired of waiting for the big and strong warriors to charge in. He wanted to help, to find his heroes, yet now he felt very foolish and scared for sneaking in here all alone.
A hand covered his mouth, he went to gasp, and it gripped tighter. He struggled, then the voice came again in his head.
I am Angeline of Charity, of the Knights Soujan, a friend to those you seek. Hold on tight, I will get us to a safe spot.
Tubrey nodded as best he could, grabbed on to her green robes, and closed his eyes. He opened them, as he felt them both lift into the air with a mild breeze.
I am Tubrey o’ Tarnobb, leading minstrel for the Shans o’ Little Door, and how are you speaking to me? Oh God, oh lord Alden in heaven, please put me down, please don’t look, oh God---
Just hold on, little one, I will not drop you. We need to get out of sight, up high, to the top of this tower. Just remain calm.
Calm, calm, I am calm, how high is this thing anyway? It is like twenty stories up, the soldiers look small, smaller than me, this is not good, not good, oh God---
“Put your feet down.” Angeline settled to the uppermost floor of the open stories of the temple and removed her hand from the mouth of the pygmy man. 
“Oh, thank you, thank you, God bless and all. I was trying to see, and find them, and where are we, what was I thinking---“
“Whisper now, quiet. We are…we are…oh Seirena.” Angeline looked down, her green eyes starting to tear, and she knelt to touch the triangle of vines engraved on the very floor she stood upon. “This is a Soujan Temple, a sacred place to my order.”
Charity hummed a faint song, Angeline felt sadness from ages past from the stone, yet she felt something mystical as well. Tubrey reached up and touched her shoulderplate, tracing the triangle of vines, then looked to the stone floor of gray marble.
“That is the same symbol, what does it---“
Angeline walked forward, near the edge overlooking the center of the ring of old temples. She saw all the Carician symbols, every one of them, decorated high upon burned and war charred marble structures. Her eyes looked north, beyond the ruins to where the soldiers marched. The legions of Armondeen were there, by an outpost, right outside the city. She looked down, through the maze of bridges that connected the temples to one another, and she saw a glowing red circle in the center. Men with blue painted eyes knelt before it, sang dark chants together, and then she saw.
“Oh no.” She hung her head as a tear fell from her eye, then the other. “I am too late.”
Tubrey walked up beside her, quietly, and peered over. Down below, surrounded now by one hundred soldiers, were his friends. He saw Saberrak Agrannar gagged and chained with too many restraints to count. There was Shinayne T’Sarrin, chained and her head placed on some wooden block. There was a soldier with a large curved blade over her. Sir James Andellis was chained as well, on the ground, staring at his feet. Shinayne and James had something wrong with their eyes, like moving blindfolds of some strange design were over them. Then Tubrey teared as he saw her.
As if the sight was not terrible enough for his little eyes, he saw Gwenneth Lazlette. Her back was covered in flights, her body was just laying in a puddle of dried blood, and she was not moving at all. They had not chained her, for obvious reasons, and her staff was set along the temple wall and flickering green. As he gasped he closed his eyes and turned away.
Tubrey fell back into the arms of Angeline, and she held him tight. He cried, hand over his own mouth, and dared not look again. Angeline stroked his curly hair, far above, on the lost and mythical Soujan Temple. 
“Enough now, enough. We can still save them. We can.” Angeline drew Charity, and looked to the hilt. The little angels were winking, their feathers were glowing, and she felt in her pouch. Something there they wanted her to see.
“How? Gwenneth is…she is…she’s dead. There are one hundred men there still, and they are going to kill them. Lord Cristoff is back with the---“ Tubrey shook his head and wiped his face.
“They will come. Can you get those chains off, were I to get you close enough?” Angeline felt the feather, the one Annar had left her with when he disappeared into Hyrastrian, to go to the heavens. It was throbbing with a pulse, with a heartbeat, and she took a deep breath then looked to Tubrey.
“Yes, I have these.” He produced some small files, a little chisel, and some small picks in a folding leather pouch with straps. Tubrey looked up, his big brown eyes puffy with tears, and saw the disapproving gaze of Angeline. “What? We minstrels get stiffed on coin so often, since we be small and all. I have to make sure fair is fair, once in awhile, just on those that don’t pay, mind you. I am no thief, not by trade anyway.”
“Very well.” Angeline smiled.
Shrieks of screaming demons shot through the clouds, right above them, and then from the doors to the mines, and even from the mountains behind them. Black horned horrors on wings, hundreds upon hundreds of them, all swarmed the skies. Angeline pulled Tubrey against a pillar and readied her sacred blade. Then, they turned to ash and dust, black powder laced the air. The demons sizzled and screamed, as if whatever they were fleeing was destroying them, whatever held them here, was gone. 
“I do not like this place.” Tubrey commented after the last of the demons turned to dust on the wind.
“When I drop, you hold on tight. It will not be like before, nice and slow. I need to surprise them, so we will fall very fast. When---“
“Whoa, hold on. There are one hundred men down there, we need to go get help. You cannot---“ Tubrey was cut off.
“There is no time. When we land, you get them free. I will handle the soldiers.” Angeline smiled and reached into her puch for the feather. “Do you love them, truly, Tubrey o’ Tarnobb?”
“With all my heart, Saberrak the most, but all of them, yes. They saved our lives in the Misathi Mountains. They are the bravest heroes ever.” Tubrey wiped his eyes and walked toward the edge.
“Who do you pray to, may I ask.”
“Alden, God of Heaven, the father of mankind. Why?”
“I cannot keep something, without giving it away. So, here, take this.” She handed him the feather, it was glowing, humming with golden radiance. She knew it was one of Alden’s, for Annar had stood over his brother and protected him, and was imprisoned for it so many thousands of years ago. He had kept one feather, in his hand, all this time. She knew it, for Charity told her of its origin with sweet songs to her heart.
“What is this for?”
“For Gwenneth, just pray to Alden, with his feather. Place it upon her, and hold her tight. For me, Tubrey.” Angeline wiped her eyes and stood, blade in hand.
“This is one of Alden’s feathers I---“
“Sssshhhh. Yes.”

Angeline walked to the edge and looked over. The black masks of shadow were gone from the eyes of James and Shinayne, yet the soldiers were beating them as they cried and pointed to Gwenneth. Saberrak was jerking the chains so hard that dust flew from the ground. Then, they began beating him with the blunt ends of their weapons as well. The red circle was pulsing, flames began to dance up from the center, and men in dark prayer hummed loudly toward it as if something were to rise through any moment. She heard singing, faint as it was, from Shinayne. Though Angeline did not speak elven, she felt the words. It was a eulogy, poetic and placed to song, and both she and Charity felt tears coming from the words they did not understand. 
The lady of the Knights Soujan took a deep breath, wrapped Tubrey in her arm, and said a silent prayer to her brothers far away. She looked up, and a single faint beam of sunlight broke the clouds and fell on the side of the temple. She hummed and thought pleasant thoughts to the air. Many faint whispers answered, though she could see nothing in the sky. She waited for the right moment, she would know, the Mother would tell her. Angeline smiled to Tubrey, looked down, and breathed out.
“Are you ready?” She whispered softly.
“Yes, m’lady.” Tubrey gulped and whispered back.
 



Exodus IV:IX
Kaki Mountains
“Come on, Azenairk, ye’ still walk too slow.”
Zen felt the pat on his shoulder, he blinked and looked up. He was walking, though he did not feel his steps. The tunnel was filled with light, the light of thousands of dwarven spirits passing him by. He looked behind him. They flooded from the forges and into this tunnel, the one that Mudren Sheldathain had sent his family out, so long ago. It was blinding white light, and even brighter as he turned and looked to where they were headed.
“Hurry up me boy, by Vundren ye’ be standin’ round all dazed.” Kimmarik Thalanaxe stood before him, his own father, yet he was young and full of life.
“Father? Father, how are you, what is…oh by Vundren’s holy hammer, I see the Mountain.” He walked forward, trembling, and then he looked at his hands. They were white, glowing, as was the rest of him. Just like every other dwarf that he saw. “I’m dead then.”
He walked with his father, out the tunnel, and up the side of the Kaki Mountains, following the tens of thousands of dwarven spirits that were now free. He looked up, Mount Maonell glistened like a spike of silver from the clouds. The dead spirits smiled as they passed him, giving thanks as heavenly winds drifted them up the side of the Kaki, and then up into the gray skies above.
“Ye’ done good, me little agrvund, ye’ done made us all proud up here, Vundren’s certaintly on that.” Kimmarik sniffled, a few ghostly tears fell, and he put his arm around Zen as they walked up the mountain.
“I did it, I promised ye’ I would, father.” Zen held him tight as they walked, father and son, together. “Sorry I done died, but that Arabashiel was a bit powerful then.”
He looked up, and fell to his knees on the side of the cloud covered mountains. His ghostly lips trembled, and he pointed ahead. Tears rolled down his cheeks into his beard.
“Tad….Gead…Papi…Mum? Is that you then?” He waved to his family, and they waved back from the clouds of Vundren’s heaven.
“Aye, yer family be all here, all of us. They be so proud o’ ye’ son, ye’ have no idea. Ye’ did what no army, no dwarven kings, no one but you coulda’ done. The whole entire Halls o’ Vundren be talkin’ o’ me boy, Azenairk Thalanaxe.” Kimmarik held Zen tight, holding him back from walking toward his mother and brothers on Mount Maonell
Another pat came from behind, this one hard and strong. He turned around, and was face to face with the spirit of Mudren Sheldathain. Zen bowed, wiped his face, and smiled. Dwarven songs of praise chanted throughout the skies, from countless dwarven spirits, and he even heard his name being sung of.
“Yer boy fought like hell, Kimmarik Thalanaxe, I never seen nothin’ like it. Ye must be the proudest father in Mount Maonell, and I am proud to say I fought alongside ye’, Azenairk. See ye’ soon then. Vundren’s blessings upon ye’.” Mudren drifted up, waving his thanks to the Thalanaxe men, and disappeared into the heavenly clouds. Thousands still followed and drifted past, all being greeted by their families, long gone from the world.
“Me friends, are they allright then?” Zen drifted up a bit more, then Kimmarik pulled him back with his ghostly hand. 
“That is why the heavenly father, Vundren, had me come to ye’ first, son. They be in trouble then.” Kimmarik let his tears fall, hard and constant, and hugged his son. He missed him more than anything in the world.
“Can Vundren help em’, what can we do then?” Zen felt something tickle his neck, something wet and warm. He looked around, nothing.
“Aye, aye, he can. Look there, look hard.” Kimmarik pointed through the clouds, down along a beam of sunshine, and into the ring of temples. “See there?”
Zen saw it, he saw the red circle, the wicked men, and his friends. He gasped, though he felt no need to breathe. He saw Gwenneth laying dead, Saberrak and Shinayne, and James all chained. It looked like a sacrifice and he turned his head back to his father.
“Stop it, can we go down there!? Make him stop it, I need to speak to Vundren!” He struggled, but his father held him tight.
“Hold on me boy, hold on now.” Kimmarik wiped his eyes, kissed his son on the forehead, and looked him in the brown eyes with his sky blues. His voice trembled when he spoke. “Ye’ know that tunnel, one we just came out of?”
“Aye, the one Sheldathain used to send out the box and his family and things, aye.” Zen turned to look again, then felt his father grab his jaw and turn him back by the beard to face him. “Why?”
“Ye gonna go out that there secret tunnel, head a bit north, ye’ gonna have help waiting. I’m sorry son, but ye have to go now, it’s not yer time. Just let ..go…now…” Kimmarik Thalanaxe began to fade up to the clouds of heaven.
Zen reached for him, his hands slipping through as if he was not there. He felt something wet on his face, more tickling, and his was falling now. He fell from the clouds, yelling for his father, faster and faster he fell.
“Father!” Zen yelled up as loud as he could. “I love ye’, what’s happening, don’t let me fall!”
“Fight…like…hell…son….see …ye’..soon…!” Kimmarik shouted from Mount Maonell, as loud as he could, and then he was gone.
It went from white clouds to sandstone rock to darkness all in one second. Pain ripped through his neck and back, he gasped, yet it was grovelly and full of blood when he did. The cold stone floor was wet with his blood. He covered his hands over his throat, and then he felt the tickle again, and something wet on his face. It was lifting him, dragging him, and now carrying him. He tried to talk, but could not, the air just came and went. Suddenly, the forges lit with golden light, the braziers hummed and glowed white, and Azenairk Thalanaxe felt the healing touch of prayer close his wounds. His hand was on his neck, his other on his hammer and moons, just like when he had died. He still could not talk, just a faint whisper, and he was exhausted beyond anything he felt before.
“Wh..o…wh…o….w….ho…..a….re…?” His voice would not come, his throat was torn inside, yet he could breathe and the blood had stopped pouring. 
“Whoilli darrnii ierri uossiil?” Dalliunn Cloudwatcher carried Zen out of the forges, all the weapons of those he had tracked by smell, were across his back. The lewirja licked his face again, the whiskers tickled, and he bounded down the secret tunnel he had found in the mountains. He knew he had to get his dwarven friend out of this place.
Dalliunn , by what grace o’ God is he doin’ here? 
Zen patted him on the head of rough coarse black hair, and smiled. He looked up and saw Dalliun was with watery eyes, and he held on tight as they ran out of the Kakisteele mines. Zen grabbed his Thalanaxe warhammer from the lion-man’s side, and lifted it up to his nose. He made a sniffing sound, pointed, and nodded. Dalliunn nodded back and growled, a feline grin came across his face. The light at the end of the tunnel was getting bigger, gray it was, the gray of the outside light. It blinded him for a few moments.
Zen looked up, searching the sky for the Mountain of God, for Vundren, but all he saw was clouds. There was an encampment ahead, hundreds, thousands there, and he was confused. Dalliunn carried him, faster across the hills.
“Oth…er…s? It was a struggle to speak, painful and whispered were his words, but he got them out.
“Yiiglli vunderalli criili birill issi ouromi allissi!” Dalliunn tried to tell him how many were there, about their journey, but he knew that Zen would not understand.
Azenairk’s eyes closed again, exhausted, in pain, yet thankful to be alive. He prayed for his family, his friends, and thanked Vundren for the lewirja’s incredible sense of smell.
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“Push, push, Rosana you have to push!” Drodunn begged.
“I am pushing, ahhhhh! It is, ooohhh, ahhhhh, it hurts! I can’t!” Rosana was sweating, screaming in pain. She was not ready, the baby was coming, and she gripped Dodunn’s hand so hard her knuckles cracked.
“I see it, I do. Boy got some hair he does!” High Hammer Brunnwik was on his knees, next to father Garret, watching the girl bleed something fierce. “And there he went, back in. Stubborn boy indeed. Sure he’s not a dwarf? Hairy, stubborn, ye’ never---“
“Shut him up, please God, shut him up! Ahhhh!”

“Rosana, the baby will be here soon. Have you a name so that I may ask Alden for his grace and blessed love to shine upon mother and child?”
“Yes, with Cristoff’s permission…ahhhh, ohhh!” She bit her lip, the pain shot everywhere, even into her face, with every contraction.
“State the name, my queen.” Cristoff had just walked in, armor half on, men holding plates up with straps. He was covered in sweat, having just marched back from Tintasarn.
“Breathe Rosana, breathe deep and slow. Cristoff, will you be staying?” Garret was sweating now, nervous, Rosana had lost so much blood for such a petit woman.
“I can’t push anymore, I can’t say the name, I can’t, I can’t! I am not ready for this, not yet!” She fell back in the bed of pillows and white sheets, fatigue taking over in between pushes. Her eyes rolled, yet she appeared to be drifting in and out. “Where is Cristoff?”
Two squires were buckling his armor as Rosana pushed, the sound of forces in steel readying outside the tent echoed all around. Cristoff looked up as his belts and shoulderplates were finished, took his helm, and sheathed his sword. His cape came last, red it was, clasped at the shoulders. The Lord Bradswellen looked magnificent in the silver plate armor of Herrimus, yet his eyes drifted to Rosana, his first love.
“I am here.” His amber brown eyes looked into hers, and he put his armored hand out to touch her forehead. “You have my word, my solemn oath, I shall care for you and our child until death take me, my queen. Now, name him.”
“It is not your child, my lord.” Rosana whispered with a smile, and put her hand on his beard. “And I am no longer a queen. Why would you do me such honor and charity?”
Cristoff hung his head low. He looked to the waiting eyes of Drodunn, Brunnwik, and father Garret D’Ourmas. They had a moments’ rest before it began again, but instead of washing or preparing, they listened.
“I know. I know this boy is the son of my cousin, your late husband, and a great noble knight. I know, we have not our titles in Harlaheim, and we are far from home. But, in this new home, he shall be my son. And, you will always be my queen, Rosana.”
“Do you love me, Cristoff Bradswellen the Third?” She whispered.
“Since the day I met you, two decades past, when you were but a Caberran princess, before you chose my cousin over me. And every day since.”
She reached up and kissed him softly on the lips, eyes closed, and fell back to her pillows. His hand trailed through her short hair and over her shoulder as she came and went.
“What strange lives we have led, our marriages, children, and then all of this adventure and tragedy.” She opened her eyes wider, the pain was coming again, bringing her out of her listless state.
“Yes, my queen. Alden moves in mysterious fashion sometimes.” Cristoff felt a tear hit his cheek, and he stood, bringing his regal posture back into place as three holy men stared and listened.
“Alden requires a name, Rosana. The baby comes now.” Garret was teary eyed, knowing what honor Cristoff had in taking this child, this woman, as his own.
“With your permission, Cristoff…”
“Anything, my love.” He looked at the tent, he could not meet her eyes, not after the kiss. His heart raced.
“The child shall be named Savanno, Savanno Bradswellen the First, if it please you, my lord.” Rosana whispered, the pain was coming, she looked up to Cristoff with teary eyes. He was still.
Garret waited, Drodunn and Brunnwik paused, even the squires of Cristoff stood still. They looked to Lord Cristoff, stoic and unmoving in his regal battle attire. His eyes looked down to the golden feathered cross around his neck.
“I would…I would be most honored, my lady.” He exhaled as slow as possible, trying not to think of his cousin, the funeral, and keeping his emotions inside.
“In Alden’s name, we pray now for Rosana and baby Savanno Bradswellen…” Garret made the sign of the cross on his chest, and everyone took a knee that could as he led them in prayer. “…may your grace and love shine upon us Lord, on this birth of a child, and we thank you for all you have given us. Please God in heaven, father of sacrifice, protect Rosana---“
Kaya swung open the flaps of the tent, startling everyone inside. “Lord Cristoff, come quick!”
“What is it, Lady Kaya, Rosana is about to---“
“It’s Dalliun, my lord, and, and… you have to come. One of ours has been attacked…they must know we are here.” Kaya turned fast as Cristoff bolted past her. Drodunn left as well, then Brunnwik. They did not get more than a few feet out.
Dwarven soldiers gathered around and then parted for the lewirja friend of Tannek Anduvann. Men of Shanador watched in awe, and the army of Harlaheim stared, as a single beam of sunlight broke the clouds in front of the four legged lion-man, Dalliunn, who was carrying a blood covered dwarf toward the tents.
Tannek ran out first, axe raised, looking around to see who had hurt one of his men. Cristoff and Kaya followed, then Brunnwik and Drodunn knelt to attend to him, all the while they searched the foothills and horizon for the enemy. 
“Who the hells told ye’ to scout out alone then? Dammit, and where be yer’ armor and boots…who done this to ye’ then, soldier?” Tannek froze as he did a double glance down. He had not sent any scouts out into the foothills, and this dwarf had a black beard, not red.
“His throat be clawed and torn out somethin’ fierce, face and back cut up terrible too. Dalliunn, set him down now.” Drodunn pulled out his hammer and moons, started to pray, then saw that the wounds were already healed to a small degree. The dwarf was struggling, he did not want to lay down, likely in shock.
“How did he survive? Look at all this blood, here.” Brunnwik knelt and inspected, saw all the dried blood, and despite the massive tears and claw marks across his neck, he was not bleeding. “Hold him down men, hold him hard, so we can save his life now. Probably never speak again, but---”
Dalliunn was trying to say something, raising the warhammer. Drodunn was holding this dwarf down so they could pray for some healing. Brunnwik had started praying as other dwarves tried to get in to assist in keeping him still. Tannek was shouting orders for scouts to search the foothills. Cristoff and Kaya leaned over and started asking questions. It was a suffocating commotion, and Azenairk Thalanaxe had not the voice to emit more than a faint whisper that no one would hear.
With all the energy he had left, he threw a cross right into Drodunn, then a left fist into Brunnwik, and slammed his helmed head into the chest of Tannek. All three dwarves fell back, just enough for him to get to his feet. Dwarves gripped his legs and arms, trying to hold him back down to be healed, assuming he was in delusion. Zen grabbed the shield of Mudren Sheldathain from the side of Dalliunn, took off his helm, and reached for a waterskin from a soldier.
“Fine, fine, tough lil’ bastard then? Let him drink first, then hold him down, he….he…oh by Vundren’s Holy Heart!” Tannek stepped back and he felt tears in his eyes.
The water washed all over his shaved head, down his face and black trimmed beard. He wiped his face and wiped hard, then shook his head, and tossed the waterskin to the ground. He reached for the warhammer he traded to Dalliunn, and took it. He pounded it three times to the cross crescent shield and glared at the dwarves before him. He looked to them each as everyone stopped and stared, then glared to Cristoff, then to Kaya T’vellon. His eyes went across to Sir Codaius, he could not believe that they were here. And, by the looks on their faces, they could not believe it was him. Azenairk nodded to Tannek Anduvann, and pointed with his weapon toward the ruins.
“It’s King Thalanaxe, by Vundren’s grace, ye’ be alive.” Drodunn stared, as did Brunnwik beside him, both forgetting the punches they just received.
“What..what…happened me king…? I, brought yer’ armor, and some…men…to ye. Is it you then?” Tannek stumbled for words as he fell to a knee. His lewirja friend patted him on the shoulder. “Dalliunn found ye’, didn’t’ he then?” 
Dalliunn nodded to Zen, then to Tannek. The former marshall looked at the bloody mess of Zen and his martial composure was broken, he let the tears fall silently down his face. He wiped quick and sniffled as he took a knee before his new king. The other dwarves followed, all kneeling as they rushed in close. “Me king, tell us what has happened.”
Zen handed back the warhammer to the lewirja, nodded, and patted him on the head. He touched his neck, and shook his head to the no.
“Aye, ye’ cannot speak, we will get the priests on that rightly then. But, ye be alive, me king.” Tannek looked behind him, to his dwarven sergeants, and nodded to them. They ran fast into the encampment. “We got somethin’ for ye, aye we do.”
Three more times did Zen pound the steel shield with his fist and pointed into the ruins, his expression serious as the grave, and tears were in his eyes. He looked frustrated, sad, and worried. Then he grabbed his warhammer back, and pounded more.
“What’s he sayin?” Drodunn tried to see clearly, as now nearly one thousand men and dwarves were surrounding them, all trying to get a look.
“Vu……vu……vu…..!” Zen whispered as loud as he could, trying to speak, pounding his fist to his shield. With so much noise, it was impossible to be heard.
Cristoff spoke over the commotion, seeing that Zen wanted to speak. “Silence!” His armor, enchanted as it was, echoed his voice throughout the camp and caravan behind. Everyone quieted, man and dwarf alike. Even the lewirja stopped chattering.
Zen nodded to Cristoff, then tapped his hammer three times hard to his shield, and whispered , exaggerating his mouth as he spoke, as loud as his injuries allowed. His eyes were still tearing, thinking of his friends inside the ruins, not one mile west of here.
“Vu….vuum…..vuumb…..er.” He pounded wildly on his shield, then grabbed his hammer and moons, praying that they would understand. It came out faint, just a whisper on the wind.
“Vuumber? Where? We knows o’ the army, yer majesty, we knows---“ Tannek felt a tight grip of a hand on his arm.
“What is Vuumber?” Kaya asked quick.
“Means war, a battle chant to Vundren we do, when we charge into….oh no.” Tannek looked to Zen.
“Zen, where are the others? Where are they?” Kaya knew already, she felt it. She saw the look on Zen’s face, his terrible knowing glare full of tears, and he pointed with fatigued relief at the ruins of Mooncrest.
“In there? They are in the ruins? Do the Armondi soldiers have them?” Kaya did not want the answer.
Zen fell to his knees, nodded, and nodded over and over while he pointed west. He was near naked, blood covered, exhausted, and maimed. He tossed the hammer back to Dalliunn, but it thudded to the ground. Dalliunn was already gone. He spun to look, the lewirja was a half mile ahead, nearing the outskirts of the ruins, with the weapons of his friends he had gathered. All alone.
“Are they captured, Zen, you are sure?” Kaya sniffled a bit, but held back her tears as Azenairk nodded. She looked to Cristoff. “We must go.”
“You know what odds we face if we do. It will be a slaughter, Kaya.” Cristoff spoke softly, yet Zen heard it.
Tannek ran to the wagon led by his men, he opened the sarcophogous on top. He motioned for Zen to come. Instead, he ran back to the waving hand of his new king, and was grabbed by the beard. Everyone stared as Zen Thalanaxe whispered and shouted with his meek voice, right into the ear of Tannek Anduvann. He gripped his fists, stomped when he spoke, and pointed more times than anyone could keep track of. He likely did not know how he whipped Tannek’s head about by the red braids. Then it stopped, and Zen pointed to everyone, and stood with his arms crossed.
“Me new king, Azenairk Thalanaxe o’ Kakisteele, has a few words he wanted me to speak outloud for ye’ then.” Tannek cleared his throat. He heard three steps behind him, his king moved up, whispering more into his ear, yet it looked like shouting.
“Go ahead, master Anduvann.” Cristoff rubbed his brow, hearing thunder faintly to the east, where the caravan was. The former lord of Saint Erinsburg looked to his people, his knights, all those gathered here in force. Fifteen hundred in all that could hold a weapon and fight, one and a half legions to face five legions of Armondeen.
“King Thalanaxe says to yell ye’ that he done carried holy relics, passed down through four dwarven kingdoms, and until his father passed, never thought o’ what he done encountered on this journey. No one believed in it, yet he carried on. Then he met four friends that believed in it with him, enough to put their lives in jeopardy.” Tannek breathed in and listened to the whispering shouts in his ear.
“He says that he has fought giants, snowpanthers, cannibals, dragons, and many a man and beast to get here. He says he done laid Mudren Sheldathain to rest, deep under Kakisteele. Ye’ all be here, cuz ye’ have faith in what he and his friends was doin’, faith sometimes he did not even have himself then.” Tannek choked up a bit, but still listened close and repeated what he heard from the whispering lips of Zen.
“He says to tell ye’ that he made an exodus, to a place that was not supposed to be, through lands they said he could not pass, with friends he never knew he had, and done killed an immortal demoness that they said could not be killed. The curse that could not be undone, is gone. And if anyone here thinks they cannot battle to see his closest friends freed, if ye’ think we cannot win, by Vundren, the road back to yer homes, is east.” Tannek took another breath, hearing the last words come out, soft and clear, to his ear alone.
“He says he goes to fight for his friends, ones that was there with him the entire journey, ones that he could not o’ made it here without. Me king will go in alone, for lady Shinayne, and Sir James, and Gwenneth, and Saberrak Agrannar, and he says he will fight with all he has. He thanks ye’ all for bein here, but he cannot leave them to some terrible fate, not while he done has strength left in him.” Tannek lowered his head.
Then all eyes went from Zen and Tannek, to Lord Cristoff. Alden, give me a sign, something. Our heroes are in there, captured by wicked men that outnumber us more than three to one. I do not know the terrain, our people are tired, yet I will charge in and die, if it is what you require of me Lord. Please, send me signs, tell me what to do, anything.
He heard the screams of Rosana giving birth, he heard Garret praying loudly. “That’s it Savanno, come now. Push Rosana, Savanno wishes to come into this world. He is strong, I can tell already, push now, good, rest.” Cristoff smiled as the trickle of sunlight shone over her tent. There is one.
Cristoff looked to his left, past the beam of sunlight battling the gray clouds, and saw another light. It was white, floating, not one minute away. It was the sword, Loestiri, and fifty armed elven priests of Siril following it. It was headed right for them, humming and floating, and glowing bright. There is two.
Lord Bradswellen looked right, the thunder was close, right over a foothill, and then he saw. Five hundred cavalry roared over the hill on Shanadorian stallions, no banners, no flags, but he knew the man leading them. He saw the greatsword raise and point to him, then five hundred lances and blades rose after, Sir Jardayne of Highmont roared a battle cry and charged toward them with the cavalry of Evermont. That would be three, thank you Alden, watch over us all, amen.
He made the sign of the feathered cross on his chest, drew his blade, and raised it high. “Soldiers of Harlaheim, of Marlennak, of Tintasarn, and of Evermont…we march on the city of Mooncrest and the legions of Armondeen! All forces, ready for battle!”
“Vuumber!” Yelled the dwarves as they marched with their new king.
“Arah!” Shouted the elves following the dancing and hovering blade.
“Hail!” Yelled the human men as they massed into the west on foot and on horse.
Cristoff nodded to Zen with a smile and a salute, the nod was returned. The dwarves opened the stone container atop the wagon, pulling out ancient plate armor, a crowned helm, and an axehammer. All made of some polished gold, covered in crescent moons, and they quickly began dressing their king for battle, in the armor of Mudren Sheldathain. Cristoff walked toward the screams and labored breaths of Rosana.
“My love, I have to go.” Cristoff stepped in the tent and looked to the priest. “If I must break my promise to her and my son, and not return, will you watch over them in my stead, father Garret?”
“It would be an honor, Cristoff.” Garret nodded, hands covered in blood.
“No, do not leave me, no Cristoff, not now.” Her words were weak, she was covered in sweat, the baby still had not come.
“Brunnwik, Garret, please see my son Savanno, safely into this world with his mother.” Cristoff sighed, kissed Rosana on the forehead, and nodded to Garret as he let her hand tug and fall. “Drodunn, I need you on the field of battle.”
The tent flaps opened, allowing a tremendous noise of armored men and horse to issue in. The armies were moving, yet two elves stepped forward and bowed to Cristoff, their blades sheathed behind gray robes.
“My lord, Arylius sends us to assist in the birth of your son. We are priests of Siril, as long as you are not offended, we may be of help.” 
“I have Alden there, Vundren here, by all means. If Siril’s priests offer, we will take all the help we can get at this moment.” Cristoff nodded, four priests of three different religions and races, each took places of prayer and attention around Rosana. 
“Go, Cristoff, I will not fail in my duties, Alden willing. Please, do not fail in yours.” Garret nodded, knowing at this moment, Cristoff would likely stay in the tent, had he time to think.
“Farewell, I shall see you on my return, and I pray we will walk with Savanno in the streets of a new kingdom, together.” Cristoff heard her pleas and cries, he could only imagine her pain, but he had an army to lead. He had brave heroes to save, and he knew where he belonged.
“Hail, hail, hail!” 
The chant was overwhelming as he walked out the tent. It shocked him to a wide eyed stare. His white mare was ready, and his squire helped him up as he gazed across the army. Cristoff looked down to five hundred dwarven warriors in red and black, their beards still as they waited with Drodunn and Tannek Anduvann. Then to five hundred Evermont cavalry in their armor and shans, blonde haired big men ready for battle behind Sir Jardayne and Sir Codaius. His eyes looked to Leonard and Karai from the Order of Saint Tarumin, leading their five hundred Harlian forces. Kaya was mounted and armored to his right, the elves with the floating sword were with Aariss and Arylius Diravas to his left. Julia Whiteblade had a circle of men around the caravan, knowing someone had to remain to protect it and its nine thousand refugees. He saw no lewirja, no Angeline, but he had no time to search for anyone. 
Just as Cristoff went to speak, Azenairk Thalanaxe walked forward next to him, in his full golden battle plate and crown, and with the matching crescent moon shield, and then raised his golden hammeraxe high. Every soldier fell to a knee, and every man on horse bowed their heads.
“Vuumber, Vuumber, Vuumber!” They all yelled, the dwarves first, but the chant was taken up by all present.
“I could not have said it better, your highness.” Cristoff bowed to Zen, and drew his blade. “Forces of Mooncrest, of Kakisteele, and of Tintasarn, by order of King Azenairk Thalanaxe, advance!”
 



Lavress IV:IV
Temple of the Whitemoon, Outskirts of Mooncrest
Bryant Salganat did not notice his surroundings deep in the earth, mystical as they were. He barely opened his eyes, and when he did, all he saw was the tearing eyes of a small winged woman that caressed his forehead as she sang to him in a language he did not understand. Clean, healed, and somehow fed without memory of eating, Bryant felt fine of body. It was his heart that was in pain now. He was alone, in the dark sanctum of mourning, and all he knew was dead and gone.
Liogan had not left the chambers, not once, feeling that his prince needed him. For what, he did not know, but he stayed. Small goblins came and went, as did a white horse with a horn growing out of its head in a majestic spiral. Golden minotaurs walked back and forth in silent curiosity. A cyclops had even passed by in the underground sanctum of the temple. Liogan paid them little more than a nod, and found it odd that he, a human, was the center of attention here. Everything seemed to move, and all that moved watched him and Prince Bryant with curious eyes.
“Your majesty, please. Come outside, some fresh air will do you good.” Liogan Andellis looked down to the prince of Chazzrynn. He had not stopped sobbing for many, many hours. Ever since she had told him.
“Bryant will be staying with me, Sir Liogan. His heart is broken, in so many ways, he needs the love of a woman, a mother. You humans know suffering in your short lives like no other being.” Princess Ramaya-nun, the red haired petit fairy that she was, spoke with authoritative power and truth to her words. “Accepting the death of a loved one, is not something he may resolve in short time.”
“But we do not know he is dead, we are not…” Liogan hung his head, he had heard, like they all did, upon leaving Valhirst in the night. Victory cheers for Johnas Valhera could only mean one thing. “I wish Lavress was here.”
“Lavress Tilaniun has his own path, laid out by the Hedim Anah and Seirena. Wishing for things to not be as they are, goes against the will of the Mother, young Liogan.” Niastae, the sphinx and priestess of the temple, smiled as she rested by sacred vines and ivory flowers next to the throne.
“Still, he always knows what to do next, what to say, where to…” Liogan quieted as Bryant sobbed more and buried his head in the leaves and vines that grew from the temple walls.
“Lavress is not here, Liogan. And there are no words that will comfort Bryant. He has lost his kingdom, his future, and his father. He is far away from his home, and in great pain.” Ramaya-nun stroked Bryant’s hair.
The young knight of Southwind sighed. He was refreshed, the bolt gone from his ribs, and he had survived where he should not have. He knew it, even at his few seasons of life, he knew that him even breathing now, either of them, was miraculous. “Where are we, anyway?”
“I have never been here before, never seen those golden minotaurs nor the kithian. So, we must be either outside of the ruined kingdom of the Crescent Moon, or on another continent. I have been to six of the seven Temples of the Whitemoon on Agara, all held by my sisters. Yet the one outside of Mooncrest is forbidden. It is protected fiercely, as the ruins around it are cursed.” The fairy princess tried to feel for something around the temple, she sensed no curse, and her mind wandered to where they could be.
“So we are lost then?” Liogan stated as much as asked.
“No, we will find where Lavress took us. It is unknown for any other than one of my sisters or myself to have the heart to close the doors and move a temple to another sacred site. Whatever he was feeling, that will hold the key to where we are now. Lavress Tilaniun should be dead, for the force of such love needed is beyond what---“ Ramaya-nun looked up as the savage wood elf hunter stepped inside and bowed.
“I should have been dead many times, princess, yet Seirena must greatly wish me to remain in the Hedim Anah.” Lavress lifted up his eyes to hers, then to Bryant Salganat, and then to Liogan Andellis. “Liogan, we must go.”
“Where are we, brave hunter that can move temples with his love for another?” Ramaya-nun had not thought much of Lavress, feeling him too quiet and too bold for her tastes, but now she held him in great esteem. Something in her stirred.
“Near Shinayne T’Sarrin, I can feel it. A kithian, named Ihros Seeing-owl, says we are indeed outside of the ruins of Mooncrest and Tintasarn. I met him just now. Yet, something has changed.” Lavress took his bow, Bedesh’s bow, and then the quiver of green striped hawk flights. He tried to remain calm. “He says he hunts the banshee, dangerous dead spirits, but now they are gone. He told me the storm of the dark gods is no more, the curse that holds this place has vanished.”
“Those things you say, they sound wonderful indeed. So why are you feeling that stress and fear, Lavress?” She felt it, he was leaving to go to her, and she was indeed close. Ramaya-nun wanted him more now, that devotion, the purity in him.
“The kithian said he met Shinayne, my princess, not five days past. She…she was headed..into..I hear her song now, I must go.” Lavress felt and heard his beloved, in great pain, and the song she sang was not pleasant. By sound and words, yes, but it was the Vytha Vahann. She was placing memory to song, in ancient elven words, the memory of someone who had died.
“I hear nothing, are you sure?” The fairy looked with one eyebrow raised toward the hunter from Gualidura.
“I am certain blessed grandchild of the Mother, I am. I must go, with your blessing, or without. Liogan, come quick.” Lavress had not the time for her questions. Something else was not right, he had heard a name in Shinayne’s song, Gwenneth. Yet, Shinayne was still singing, he could feel it more than hear it, yet she should have stopped with the mention of the name. Something was not right.
“Liogan, perhaps you would stay with your prince?” Ramaya-nun felt it in her heart, the beating pulse of Lavress. Her emotions took over, her hair twirled in the air, from breezes that did not exist. 
“I..uhh..perhaps Lavress, I …uhhhmmm…I mean…” His mind was confused, he saw dancing lights, small ones, everywhere.
“Stop, princess of the fey. He comes with me, by order of the Hedim Anah. I do not warrant your tricks.” Lavress stared at her, unmoved by the glamers, and met her ever-changing eyes. Ramaya-nun grew taller, nearly twice her size, and her beauty grew even more.
“If you wish to see your future king, Bryant here, again…I would ask that you stay, Liogan.” She smiled, creatures of all sorts of flitting size fell in love as they neared her, and fell to torment when they passed by.
“Do not do this, not now. I need him, and I must go. Play your games another time, princess. My heart belongs to Shinayne, and you may threaten all you like, but what she and I have cannot be stolen or held hostage.” Lavress grabbed Liogan by the shoulder and walked him up and out of the cavern.
“Where…where are we…but I need to…wha? She wants me to stay, she needs me, Lavress…” Liogan stumbled along, unable to take his eyes from the beautiful radiance of fair skin and crimson hair that the fairy princess had changed into.
“No. She wants me, my heart that moved the temple, my heart that loves another. She is jealousy, the embodiment of envy and truth, and she wants to soothe her eternal loneliness with others. We go.” Lavress bowed as he stalked out, feeling time was short, but for what he did not know.
“Should you return, I will not be here, and nor will the prince you saved.” Ramaya-nun stood, tears of gold washing down her perfect face as she shrunk back to her petit frame.
“That threat, to anyone else, may have results. But you do not know Shinayne and I, farewell.” 
Ramaya-nun gave in, her charms had failed, his love was something of legend to be beyond her powers. She wanted it, craved it, yet to let it die would be worse than not having it for herself.
“Go then. I have seen it, she will perish by the blade. That song she sings, it is for herself.” All her tricks disappeared, her powers dwindled, and she looked to Lavress with the eyes of truth.
Without a word, just meeting the eyes of the princess on honest ground, sent him into a run out of the sacred temple. Lavress felt fear, though he would not say, and he could not deny that he felt Shinayne was in mortal danger. Her heart was beating fast, something struck her, and he winced. Her song started again, indeed telling her own life story in the ancient elven dialects, as if she was preparing to die. Lavress ran faster than he thought he could.
Liogan looked back once, to his prince and the princess of the fey that had saved them, and then he ran behind Lavress, behind his only friend. As they cleared the temple, a unicorn ran past them into the sparse forest. Then golden minotaurs stood up and bowed to Lavress and Liogan. They did not stop to greet them, just kept their pace east and south.
Lavress ran faster still, seeing wolves sit up, some on four legs, and hiroon wolf lords that stood on two. His mind went decades back now, realizing he had trained with Mirash the sphinx not far from here, he recognized the air and the wolves in but a moment. They howled, and many more howled in the distance. Birds sang quick melodies to the gray sky from the trees, and Ihros Seeing-owl was now beside them. Suddenly the forest broke into an open rocky valley, and a bronze domed palace was before them not one mile ahead.
“What is this place?” Lavress asked Ihros. He gazed across  a city built into a crescent shape, between and into the peaks of sandstone mountains, a marvelous ruin it was to view from this western vantage.
The kithian knelt down next to the legendary hunter of the Hedim Anah, the one they said moved the temple. “It is Mooncrest, cursed for thousands of years, now open and alive. Look.”
Lavress and Liogan followed his finger, pointing to a faint trickle of green starting to bloom far to the south, on the trees in the city. “The mines of Kakisteele lie inside those mountains, and Tintasarn is on the other side of them.”
They all looked left, to the north, seeing thousands of soldiers near an outpost just outside the city. A single beam of light was shining through the gray into the east over the hills. Then Lavress heard it again, Shinayne’s song. He looked, it was coming from a ring of temples, and through the ruined walls of the palace and an auditorium, he could see people gathered. Without a word, he ran. The hunter ran into the valley, keeping to the shadows of the palace, over a bridge and into the city. He looked over his shoulder and his eyes went wide.
Behind him was not just Liogan Andellis and the one eyed cyclops guardian of the temple. There were a handful of wolves, three hiroon, birds, deer, and two golden skinned minotaurs. They all huddled close, made no noise, and waited for Lavress Tilaniun.
He moved into the streets, quiet in the cover of tall old buildings. He heard her voice, faintly, and the voices of many men. Some were praying in a dark tongue, some chanting infernal songs, and some were quiet, but Lavress could sense them. He peered around a temple wall, and then pulled back with his eyes closed hard and tight. 
“What..what is---“ Liogan felt a large kithian hand go over his mouth.
“Ssshhhh.” Lavress readied his bow and quiver, counted only nine arrows. He looked to Ihros, his quiver had but eight. He looked to the creatures of the forests and the Whitemoon, he saw no bows nor arrows at all. He had counted over one hundred men, surrounding a circle of flame. He had seen horns rising up through it, black horns in the fires. Lavress had also seen Shinayne, her head was down on a block, and an Armondi soldier stood over her with his scimitar ready. A tear fell to his cheek, then another, he knew there were too many soldiers and not enough arrows. The center of the temples was open, nowhere to hide, he would be running three hundred feet in the open.
Liogan peered around Lavress, he waited one second, then two, then fell back quietly. He reached out his hand to Lavress, and took the bow and the quiver. “That is her, your beloved Shinayne?”
“Yes.” Lavress took a breath, and drew his falcata and kukri.
“She is beautiful beyond words, my friend.” Liogan knocked an arrow, as did Ihros Seeing-owl. The two minotaurs drew great curved blades, the three hiroon drew scimitars, and the birds  and wolves all looked to Lavress.
“Liogan, Ihros, you cannot miss. When I charge, they will see me, and they will take her---“

“I never miss, hunter of the Hedim Anah.” Ihros blinked with his one eye.
“I will not miss, master Lavress, I will not miss.” Liogan nodded, made the sign of the feathered cross, then the sign of love to Seirena, heart to lips, to the sky. “I vow to you, on my knighthood, my arrows will hit true.”
Lavress nodded to the forest creatures, the silent minotaurs, and the hiroon. He heard Shinayne stop her song, the men stopped chanting, and the silence of but flames infernal was deafening. He closed his eyes to pray to Seirena, just for one moment, but it was broken by scream of terror. Shinayne’s scream. Lavress turned the corner and charged the hundred men, headed straight for his beloved.
 



Kendari IV:III
Tower of the Scepter, Arnhast Fortress, Vin Armon
Eleven hours of kneeling prayer, eleven straight it had been. No food, no rest, not even a change in position. Kendari watched as the ceiling had turned to match the floor, circling flames from the netherworld summoned in dark sacrificial rites. He had the chant nearly perfect, memorized now, and the mark upon his chest was burning hot and glowing. The Nadderi swordsman had not found a valid reason for interruption yet, not a word to edge in, nor the opportunity to create one. He had kept his mind clear, waiting for the right moment.
Andorra was naked, on the other side of the circle of infernal fires, always watching as she chanted. Kashtamias was massive and dark, his red eyes saw everything, yet now his horned head was melding into the portal above. The horned bat wings spread from twelve feet of chiseled hard flesh, and now a black bone straightblade and matching triangle shield had summoned into his clawed hands. Kendari glanced up, and he saw what was on the other side. He could hear it now, faintly, his elven senses were keen. He heard her song, it was Shinayne T’Sarrin, the highborne elven woman he had thought about for months now, long after their duel in Chazzrynn. Kendari focused, trying to see but yet keep his false chant sounding real.
The lords and knights of Armondeen were there, the ones he had spied upon with Angeline. They chanted the same words, led by a man in black robes he knew to be Harron. He could see the minotaur, the knight of southwind, and a dead woman beside them in black robes. A knight with a scarred face was whispering to Shinayne, men with blades waited to cut and kill, and watched the man kneeling before the flames. The horns appeared, a ripple in the space between here and there waved across both portals, and Kendari heard Shinayne scream. He knew there was not much time left before the knight of the hells was through.
“Queen Andorra, how many---“
“Quiet, fool of an elf. The ritual is nearly complete, save your breath for after.” Andorra whispered in anger, still praying.
“I beg your pardon, but it may be you who are the fool.” Kendari stood, knowing his weapons were outside the door with the deer and three of her demonic guardians.
“Before I have you skinned alive, please do tell---“
“What is this disruption!” Kashtamias, son of Shukuru and knight of the Seventh Hell, roared into Kendari’ face as black smoke misted into the air. He had lowered his head and horns out of the portal, blade to the elf’s neck, and flames trickled from his eyes.
“My great lord, immortal majestic being that you are, I see an error in your arrival, is all.” Kendari showed no fear, even when the blade nicked his chin, a blade of sharpened infernal bone that was as long as he was tall. “And, before we dishonor you, I suggest we correct it.”
“How so, servant of a servant of my insane uncle, Cancuru? Tell me, in your mortal wisdom, what you see that I do not?” Kashtamias growled, ash fell from his wings, and acid dripped from his fangs and sizzled into the stone floor.
“Your greatness, you have five sacred blades attuned to your sacrifices, five that were blessed in virgin blood and flame, but you have only three offerings that I see.” Kendari pointed with his hand to the view through the flaming portal in the ceiling.
“Harron will offer two of his servants, it is of no concern.” Andorra retorted with anger, humiliated that this elf would dare question anything at this point.
“Yet, they may believe that the dead woman there, the one whose blood is trickling into the circle, counts as one. Perhaps they will offer but one servant, and the repurcussions could be---“
“Enough! I will not tolerate this game of yours, Kendari. Harron knows well what to do, he has been trained by me. We have gone over---“
“But why take a chance at failure, when I have guaranteed success, Queen Andorra? Let me bring the virgin deer, the one from Seirena’s grove, and offer it to Kashtamias with a sacred blade. And, if Harron does not sacrifice a servant, or if I was incorrect, I give myself as the final offering. My flesh and blood, for your greater glory.” Kendari bowed to them both, then fell to his knees.
Andorra stared with suspicious glances, Kashtamias growled low in ponderous thought, and Kendari remained still. The seconds were as hours, the flames crackled, and the breath of the demon echoed in the chambers in the Tower of the Scepter.
“Bring the deer.” The son of Shukuru ordered with a curling fanged smile. 
“Yes, your great infernal majesty.” Kendari got up, taking his chain shirt quickly as the demon turned to Andorra, and made for the doors. He walked out, closed them slowly behind him, and turned.
Quickly donning his black chain armor, he looked left and right as three scimitars came across his chest. He glared at the hollow eyes of the Nataloni guards, and spoke low with a wicked gleam to his eyes.
“Kashtamias wishes me dressed for battle, as I will be going with to the site of consecration. I am bringing the deer for sacrifice, per his command. Step aside.” He gritted his teeth as he reached for his belt and blades. 
The deer pulled back from the leather strap holding it in place, it was afraid, and its hooves clacked in terror. The scimitars withdrew, the guards backed up a foot or so, and sheathed their weapons. They made no noise, but watched as the cursed elf took the leash holding the deer. 
Kendari picked up the Nadderi longblade, went to place it in his belt, and sighed. He looked confused. He nudged the door with his foot, making sure it was fully closed. 
“Do you happen to have a scabbard for this? I seemed to---“
Slice, slice, shing, slice, slice
In five moves, too fast to see, Kendari slashed the Nadderi blade across the neck of the guardian to his right, then spun left and took the head from the one behind him. He released the leash with the deer, drew Shiver in a reverse grip and cut across the stomach of the third to his front, and crosscut with the Nadderi blade low above the hips, severing the demonic soldier in two pieces. He froze in place, so did the deer, as two heads and a torso hit the floor. They smoldered, slowly, black blood pooling with wisps of smoke. And in moments,  just three shadowstains and bone remains were left with their swords and daggers.
Neither of them breathed, just waited, both hoping no one heard it. Three seconds passed, then seven, then ten, and they exhaled slowly. Kendari sheathed his blade, stuck the Nadderi sword in his belt, and took the leash. He put his finger over his mouth, telling the deer to be silent. The deer nodded.
“When we go in there, do not be afraid. You need to struggle with me, cause a distraction if you can. When I let you go, you need to keep the queen busy while I stop this demon from getting through to Shinayne, understand?” Kendari looked into the brown eyes of the deer. It nodded to him. 
“Whatever happens, get out fast once it starts. Do not worry about me. Just tell Seirena, when you see her, that she still has my undying hatred. Agreed?” Kendari rubbed his little horns, saw a little urine speckle the floor as the deer paced nervously. His mind wandered, drawn to someone, he knew who the deer was. He shook his head as the deer nodded again, letting him know he understood. The cursed elf felt the blade of Cristoff, hoping the holy edge would hurt Kashtamias as it did Nareene.
“No fear now, just follow my lead.” Kendari stood, pushed open the doors, and strode inside.
“Your grace, your mighty lordship infernal, I offer you the virgin of Haven Glen, the blessed deer of Seirena by the name of----“ His bow was most pronounced yet his words were cut off.
“Why are you armed, Kendari of Stillwood?” Andorra backed up behind Kashtamias and grabbed her black robes.
“In my six centuries of mortal life, I have always bathed my armor and weapons in the blood of sacrifice. Is that offensive to you, young queen?” Kendari bluffed and stared at Andorra.
“I am just over ten thousand years of immortal age, elf, and I have never heard of such a practice. You lie.” Kashtamias grinned at Kendari, smelled the fear on the virgin animal, and stepped forward.
“We are worshippers of darkness, my lord, we all lie.” Kendari bowed, letting the demon knight get closer. He tugged on the leash, hard. “Shall we?”
“Spill his blood at my feet, now.” The demon roared, black ash fumed from his norstils at Kendari and the deer.
“His sword, the one with the feathered cross, why is it glowing?” Andorra walked toward the altar, toward her staff, something was not right.
“Interesting, why do you carry such a blade, Kendari?” Kashtamias leaned over, inches now from the face of the elf. He brought his sword tip close to the elf’s neck.
“I enjoy killing with sacred holy blades, it makes me wonder if the gods feel the blood I spill.” Kendari smiled, face to face with the towering demon. “I took this from a priest I killed, one of many.”
“You do not impress me, elf. Tell me, which hell does Cancuru rule?” Kashtamias drew in even closer, stepping one clawed foot outside the circle.
“The one below your father, Shukuru.” Kendari bluffed, he assumed, he guessed.
“Ha, ha, ha. As I thought, you are fake. Cancuru rules the abyss, the lake of insanity, Holavis. He rules no layer of hell. How would you care to die?”
“You are rather clever, I must say.” Kendari smiled. “But you must agree, this ritual was terribly long and boring. If you would like more worshippers, in days to come, try to shorten things up a bit, would you?”
“Your tricks and humor do not fool me, elf. I see through you. You have dishonored me and the Nochti, and now I accept your flesh as repayment. Time to meet my father, in hell, Kendari.” 
Kashtamias laughed as he forced the doors shut and the flames to rise with his will, a thousand burning demons in laughter echoed from his chest. Then, Kendari laughed with him, hysterically, and the leash fell from his hand. “Not even close.”
The deer leapt though the fires, past the demonic knight, and slammed into queen Andorra, knocking her into the altar. Kendari drew Cristoff’s holy longsword in his right, Shiver backheld in his left, and struck both blades into the bone sword of Kashtamias. The sword turned up and aside just enough to step in, and he spun. Shiver slashed deep into the abdomen, sizzling its heat into demonic flesh. The crossblade cut higher, near the chest, its glowing white edge went through black infernal muscle clean and fast. Two more lightning cuts, both into the left thigh of the demon, sprayed dark blood across the circle, and Kendari rolled back just in time to parry the mighty boneblade with both of his.
Kendari slashed with Shiver, parried by the demon blade. He crosscut fast with his right, met with the bone shield. He ducked the counterattack, sidestepped the shield bash, and riposted with two quick downward chops into the forearm of the demon. Kashtamias roared, the ground and walls shook, and he charged at the Nadderi, intent on trampling him underfoot. Kendari rolled left, a feint, then rolled right and sprung up onto his feet. He plunged the crossblade up into the ribs, deep, then sliced Shiver across the demon’s hamstrings. Kashtamias fell forward, and the cursed elf did not hesitate. 
He stepped up fast, between the wings, and plunged the crossblade down. Kashtamias rolled over at the last moment, throwing the elf off of him. Kendari rolled through the fires, kept rolling, then sprang up into a charging sprint. He leapt to the air across the face of the demon knight, but his two blades were deflected by the blackbone shield.
“My lord! Go through the portal, I will handle these defilers of the Nochti!” Andorra stood up and arced her hand back. She shot it forward at the deer and unleashed black spiraling flames.
The deer leapt over them, bounded off of the toppled altar, and rammed his little horns into her again. She fell backwards, into the flames, and rolled up on the other side of the circle. She threw her smoldering robe off and screamed in disbelief as the deer growled at her and began to run again.
Kashtamias flapped his wings, fires whipping all around, and leapt up through the infernal portal. His wounds were healing with hellish power fast, yet he had his orders from his father to consecrate the once holy site. Just as his head breached all the way through, he heard a sound whip through the air behind him.
Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh
Slice!              
The son of Shukuru looked down and saw a curved elven blade with black vines engraved upon it. He felt it puncture him, thrown by the elf, and he roared in pain. It was through his back and out his chest, right under his chin. 
“I do not think we are quite finished.” Kendari leapt from the ground, grabbed onto the Nadderi blade he had thrown, and plunged the blade of Cristoff through the shoulder of the demon. 
The wings buffeted him, yet he held on. Pulling the holy blade free, he slashed it across the portal, and the view faded as the white light met the infernal flames. The ceiling went solid, back to stone, and Kendari hung on for life on the back of Kashtamias. 
Andorra Screamed in outrage, the doors flung open, and her Nataloni Nochcti guardians ran inside followed by dozens of Armondi soldiers.
“Kill them, the deer, the elf, kill them both!”
The demon flailed, smashed into walls and knocked over unholy statues and tapestries, one of which fell over the queen of Armondeen.  Kendari knew it felt the sting of the sacred blade into its flesh, as he roared and crashed out the side of the tower. He held on as stone and glass shattered around him. Its wings caught air, spinning in agony ten stories up, and then it dove toward the south. 
“Run, get out!” Kendari yelled to the deer.
Kendari reached out his hand, just as the deer lunged out the broken wall after him, and he caught a hoof. Diving, spiraling, holding the crossblade hilt as tight as he could, the Nadderi held on to the deer with his left hand. They neared the ground, far outside of Arnhast Fortress and the three towers, and then Kendari let go.
The deer rolled across the ground several times, but when Kendari looked back, the deer was on a full run over the hills, chasing the demon he was riding through the air. The cursed elf smiled, reached for the Nadderi blade, and pulled it free. Suddenly, trees and branches were all around, and the demon crashed through them on his furious flight. The cursed longblade of the Nadderi flung end over end, out of his hand. He was dangling, holding on to the hilt of the holy sword now. With all his strength, he pulled himself up as Kashtamias twisted and turned in midair climb. Kendari reached for Shiver, pulled it loose, and looked to the right wing.
The deer kept running, fast as he could, and then he saw Kendari chopping at the demons’ wing. They fell, spiraling down from half a mile ahead and one hundred feet up. Still sprinting, he heard the crash, the roar of the demon, and saw the black flames ahead. Faster he went, all four hooves racing, hoping he would get there in time, hoping Kendari was not already dead.
 



Exodus IV:X
Temple Way Circle, Ruins of Mooncrest
“This was all we found, Sir Orlimane. This, and pieces of a dwarf that was torn apart and very dead.” The soldier handed the shield with the twin axes and moons on it to his noble superior.
Shinayne, James, and Saberrak all went still. They saw the horns rising in the flames in front of her, saw the soldier holding Zen’s shield after returning from the mines. They knew it was the end. The eyes rose fast from the horned head, and the soldiers stepped back quick. Then, they disappeared just as fast, back down.
“You saw that eh, elf?” Sir Yaelsh whispered into Shinayne’s ear. She had screamed, and he had punched her in the jaw to shut her up. Same he had done with her annoying singing. “That is the demon that will be drinking your blood, after we cut your head off. Kashtamias, son of Shukuru, and he is most eager to taste elf.”
“Let me free and we will see how eager you---“
Smack!
His backhand silenced her for the tenth time this last hour. Every time Yaelsh hit her, the minotaur got very angry. The chains rattled, it tried to roar through the gag, and then Cetreus and his men would beat the beast. The knight had been more silent, yet he had received quite a beating after reaching his blue glowing hand out to the elf and minotaur.
“You should feel lucky, elf. Were it I that had you prisoner, you would have two less ears. Then, as you were bleeding, my soldiers would be taking turns on you from behind.” Yaelsh dragged his finger across his face, across the scar that went from his mouth to his ear. “See this? Elf woman did that years ago. I raped her sisters after I killed her father and mother and brothers. Near New Aloeste it was, so I learned not to do it from the front in case---“
“Quiet, Yaelsh, something is wrong, look.” Harron stood by the circle, trying to peer through the flames that had risen and then fell very fast. He knew to cut and sacrifice when Kashtamias was through, or at his command, which had not happened. But twice now, his horns had started to rise from the other side, and then fell back through. “What is that?”

Yaelsh leaned over, as did Cetreus and Harron, then many personal guards and noble servants gazed into the flaming circle. An elf, with a glowing blade, was on the back of the demon, swords stuck through it, and then they covered their faces and dove back.
Cawhoom, whoosh!
The portal flashed with white light, flames roared into the air, and all went still. There was no view, just sandstone and a circle of blood and fire. No one spoke, no one moved, and the chanting and prayers even fell quiet.
“This cannot be happening.” Harron stepped forward, looked to the nobles gathered, and they looked to him.
“What now, Lord Amirak?” Thohne stood next to his brother as Orlimane tossed the dwarven shield to the ground. “Do we wait, or move ahead with the offering?”
“Scouts, anything to report?” Harron looked to fat Orlimane.
“Dwarf is dead, in pieces they say. Other scouts have not returned, my lord.” Orlimane nodded to his soldier, the one with the blade above the elf’s neck. “I say, kill them now, with two servants, make it five as we are here.”
“Agreed, my lord. Perhaps the blood should be now.” Lord Cetreus commented.
Bishop Thohne and Yaelsh nodded in agreement. Harron thought of Andorra, back in Armondeen, knowing she was in trouble. There was nothing he could do from here, he surmised. He looked to the minotaur with the glowing flames of blue in his eyes. The lord of Armondeen stared at the shield of the dwarf, and shook his head. Then to the knight of Chazzrynn who was still and quiet, and lastly to the unmoving corpse of the robed woman. 
“I need two servants, line them up. Kill the elf first.” Harron pointed and went into a kneeling position. He started to pray once more to the eleven, as did his brother and old Lord Cetreus. Five sacrificial blades were readied, scimitars blessed by infernal prayer, and they all looked to Shinayne as she screamed and struggled to get free from the one above her head.
Smack!
“Enjoy the afterlife, elf.” Yaelsh hit her across the face, once more, and then he backed up. 
Saberrak roared, the chains whipped hard, and even James was fighting his bonds to get free. Thunder echoed in the sky to the east, a faint rumble yet it was shaking the ground.
Boom….bur…stomp…stomp….boom…bur…
“James, take care of Saberrak for me.” Shinayne looked up to James, teary eyed, and then to her horned gladiator and scouting partner. She saw the blade raise, heard her friends struggling, and she closed her aquamarine eyes.
Thewmmm, thewmmm
Clank, thud
Shinayne looked up as the sword hit the stone, assuming she was dead and had not felt anything. She saw the sword fall, then the body of the soldier with it, and there were two arrows. One through his arm, the other through the heart, perfectly. One flight had green striped hawk feathers, and she knew of only one elf that used them to balance his arrows.
“Lavress?” She whispered, not sure if she was dead and dreaming, or if this was truly happening. She heard and felt more thunder, yet the gray sky was not moving at all, just the ground.
Boom….bur…stomp…stomp….boom…bur…
“Kill her now!” Harron stood and yelled as he looked to the south where the arrows had originated.
Another guard stood over her, and raised his scimitar, the one meant for James Andellis.
Thewmm, thewmmm
Two arrows, one through the hand and he dropped the blade. The other flight went through the heart, perfectly again, and the soldier dropped. Men scattered into action, hundreds of soldiers took up shields and weapons.
“Ambush my lord! Get to cover!” Sir Orlimane stomped over toward Shinayne, his men now guarding the nobility. 
The companions turned, seeing a wood elf on a dead run across the spanse of open sandstone toward the soldiers, curved blade and dagger in his hands. Birds followed in the air, wolf men ran with him, a horned white horse galloped hard, and even two golden skinned minotaurs charged as deadly arrows flew over their heads with expert precision. The elven hunter dodged past Armondi soldiers, left, then right, too fast for them to catch. He ran right into the middle, toward the circle, and leapt. Shinayne yelled out loud, knowing exactly who it was.
“Lavress!”
voom….bur…stomp…stomp….voom…bur…
Lord Cetreus grabbed the blade from the soldier next to the minotaur, stepped two steps in the circle, and raised it high over Shinayne’s head. 
Thewmm, thewmm
The arrows of Liogan and Ihros went past, on each side of Lavress in his midair leap, both puncturing the biceps of Lord Cetreus. The hunter of the Hedim Anah struck twice in the air, right as the arrows hit. His dagger sliced the neck, right below the gray beard, and his falacata took the head clean off through the initial cut. He rolled over and over, and landed in between twenty soldiers as his friends of the Whitemoon closed in on the Armondi forces.
Vuumber….vuumber….stomp…stomp…
Harron stood up, backed up with his brother Thohne, guards raising shields as the arrows began picking off soldiers anywhere near the circle with pinpoint accuracy. He looked east, the thunder was not thunder, it was an army marching through the streets of the ruins, right for them. Something glowed and hummed, a flashing white light hovering in front of them. Harron looked to his now less than one hundred here, and the legion or two approaching, and backed up more.
“Brother, get the army, now!” Harron shoved Thohne, yet was pulled the same time.
“No, we both go, they will target you, Lord Amirak!” The false bishop pulled his brother as guards fell in to protect with shields. Two fell, as the archers did indeed fire upon the men in flight.They kept their heads low, racing through the north of the ruins. “We cannot face that many, not yet!”
“Orlimane, kill them all!” Harron yelled, seeing Sir Yaelsh beside him taking cover from arrow fire as well. With ten men falling one by one, the three nobles fled north, to their five legions and Prince Rohne.
Sir Orlimane the Shade heard his orders, he saw that his men did as well. They formed up around the circle, ready for the few strange creatures that were about to impact on a wall of halberds, and tried to ignore the approaching stomp of an army nearing the center of the city. He readied his blade over the head of the chained minotaur.
Lavress looked to Shinayne as ten soldiers circled him, then five more ran into the circle to kill the three in chains. A lewirja leapt from the temples, smashing into a soldier that was about to kill her, then he turned and jumped on another that stood over James. Arrows flew, the minotaurs charged in with the hiroon and the unicorn, but it would not be enough.
Crash! Ca-crack!
Dust flew everywhere, the ashes of the circle erupted into a billow of black and yellow, something had come up through the circle, or impacted it from the sky. Men fell to their knees, soldiers flew from the force of whatever had happened, and no one could see more than a few feet in front of them. The dust blew across to the east, revealing a figure in the circle. Then, a smaller figure, crawled out from beneath her robes.
Angeline stepped forward, Charity in one hand, her other pointed toward the men around the circle as a humming song vibrated the air. Birds, hundreds of sparrows and owls, flew in diving flashes from the sky into the faces of the Armondi guards. 
“Tubrey, set them free. Go.” She whispered as she stepped forward in a rush of wind on the fat man with the curved blade over the head of the minotaur. She parried his downward chop, struck Charity across his chest, and kicked him in the gut.
As he fell backwards, a falcata and a kukri ended Orlimane’s life as they plunged into his heart and lungs. Greataxes were tossed to a gray minotaur by Dalliunn, as Tubrey opened the manacles and freed Saberrak Agrannar. He roared into action and vengeance, killing guards to his left and right with brutal chops. Blood sprayed into the air, and the men screamed to retreat as Sir Orlimane fell to the ground.
“Vuumber! Vumber! Vuumber!” The army was now charging in, rounding the corners of the temple district. Crossbow fire unleashed into the Armondi men from dwarven archers and elven marksmen alike.
James lifted up, grabbing his sword from Dalliunn Cloudwatcher, then his shield from the ground, and raced to the body of Gwenneth in the midst of chaos. He began pulling bolts from her back as fast as he could, took her staff, and held her tight. The staff throbbed with pulsing green energy, yet he only focused on her and his glowing hand. He tried, he prayed, but nothing happened.
“Retreat, retreat!” The men, perhaps twenty left alive, ran as fast as they could north now that the archers from the army were within range. The minotaur was loose, the creatures of the Whitemoon drove them off, and the woman that had fallen from the sky, cut them down like the wind.
“You had better run!” Shinayne yelled, as Tubrey unlocked her chains and the lewirja handed her Carice. She took Elicras from where it had been tossed, sheathed her blades, and she turned to Lavress Tilaniun.
“You are late.” She stated as she walked toward him, and he walked to her. Both their eyes full of tears. She looked to his amber eyes, and touched his face.
“I told you to wait for me, Shinayne.” Lavress touched her cheek, stared into her aquamarine eyes, and smiled.
“And I told you I was coming with.” She smiled back. “I almost caught you.”
“I was with you, no matter how far away, or close, you may have been, all this time.”
“I know.” Shinayne grabbed him by the blonde braids, wrapped her arms tight, and kissed her beloved passionately, as an elven princess had rights to. Lavress returned the kiss, just as fierce, forgetting everything else around them. Though they did not speak, as their lips would not allow words, they both knew now and again, how strong their love truly was. It was a feeling, between elves, that no one would understand, but them.
The moment came and went, broken by the sobs of James Andellis, the roar of Saberrak Agrannar the gray, and the cheers of an army that filled the entire temple district with nearly two thousand. Shinayne turned and saw Cristoff Bradswellen, the dwarves of Marlennak, Codaius and Jardayne of Evermont, and Kaya T’Vellon. Saberrak walked next to her, put his hand on her shoulder, and nodded.
“It seems we have a following. This must be Lavress.” Saberrak huffed as he nodded to the wood elf. Lavress bowed to the tattooed minotaur, and looked to the army before them. 
They had no words, seeing so many they had met, here for them, and with an army. Then, they saw a dwarf in golden armor walk forward. Shinayne shook her head, Saberrak dropped his axes and took a knee, and even James looked up as he held Gwenneth. 
“Zen? Is that you? But you were killed, you…the shield…they brought your…and said…how did you escape her?” Shinayne walked forward, touched his face, it was him.
Azenairk looked up to her with a smile, then embraced her in dwarven fashion. He whispered into her ear and tried not to tear up. He felt Saberrak’s strong hand tremble and touch his chest to see if he was real.
“You killed her, Arabashiel, with Mudren Sheldathain? With the dust, but why can’t you speak? What is…oh no.” She looked at his neck, scarred, torn, ripped and healed. But Zen’s throat was maimed indeed. Suddenly,there were elves, Loestal river elves of northern Agara. A sword, glowing white and curved as it hummed in the air, floating over them. The elves all knelt, before Lavress Tilaniun.
“My king, take Loestiri, the blade of the dancing monarch, blade of the last king of Tintasarn. It calls for you, after two thousand years of our protection, Siril has called it to choose a ruler to wield it and sit on the elven throne once more. We are at your service, your highness.” Arylius and his priests remained still, waiting for a miracle that was their life purpose.
Lavress looked around, then up to the blade swirling over him, and reached to grab the hilt.
“I wouldn’t do that if was---“ Tannek was not in time.
Whoom, whoom, whoom!
Three times it throbbed and flashed, and Lavress withdrew his hand is it shot sparks of jolting force, knocking his fingers numb. He looked to the elves, just as confused as they were.
“I do not…I do not underst---“ Arylius gasped.
Tannek Anduvann smiled wide. “Lady Shinayne, take that blade for us, will ye’.” 
Shinayne reached up, golden light showered in small sparkles all around her, and she gripped the hilt. It was perfect, heavier than Carice, but it seemed to float in her hand when she thought of the weight. She drew Carice, with her left hand, then switched them, finding the balance with two longblades. The humming song was undeniable, the blade wanted her to hold it. She turned to the silent army, and saw hundreds of elves kneeling before her, tears in their eyes.
“Hail, Queen Shinayne of Tintasarn, beloved wielder of Loestiri, we are at your service.” Arylius Diravas bowed, as did his cousin Aariss, and the sword hummed in approval.
“Elves, ha! I done told ye’, I did. The blade wanted a woman, whole time, I knew it.” Tannek laughed and received a few smirks and nods from the elven priests. “Well I did, ye’ heard me.”
Just as Shinayne sought many a word and question, the battle horns sounded from the north, and the marching of five Armondi legions rumbled as thunder. Everyone looked, as the forces of Armondeen passed the outpost in formation and continued toward the city. They had halberdiers, infantry, even armored cavalry. They saw very few archers though, but many flags and banners with the talons clutching a scepter and a lance.  
Cristoff looked north, one bridge over the massive ditch. He looked east, one bridge there as well. He looked west, the same, he knew they would have three places to defend and that was if the infantry did not try to reach them by going through the trench that surrounded the ruins. He counted quick, at best they had less than two legions, against five. There was no greeting, no salute, as Lord Amirak Harron, Prince Rohne, Bishop Thohne, and Sir Yaelsh drew and pointed their blades toward the inferior mumbers in the ruins. The legions of Armondeen stomped and roared a battle cry, intent on revenge.
“Rah, rah, hoona rah!” The dust shook on the ground as they marched toward Mooncrest.
Angeline pulled James to his feet, and Tubrey stepped in over Gwenneth. James struggled, then felt peace come over him from her touch. She looked to him, but did not speak.
I am Angeline of Charity, of the Knights Soujan. Tubrey and I will take care of Gwenneth, but you need to fight now, Sir James Andellis. They need you.
I love her, I have nothing left to fight for, I…
I know you do, I can feel it. She feels the same for you, I am certain. Let us try something, Tubrey and I. You have to stand with your friends, that is what she would want you to do, is it not?
James nodded, looked at Gwenneth and this green robed woman. He did not know why, he did not ask, but he felt that all would be well. He felt the Goddess tell him, he felt Alden say it to his heart, and he wiped his eyes dry. He saluted Cristoff with his griffon hilted broadsword, and five hundred Harlians returned the salute, then five hundred Shanadorians saluted him, and he marched up next to Shinayne, Saberrak, and Azenairk. They looked to him, without words spoken, and they knew he was ready.
Stomp, stomp, stomp!
James glared at the approaching army. He saw them separate. One legion went west, one east, and two made for the north bridge that Zen had created. A reserve legion held back, half mile from the outpost. He glanced over the temple district, all in silence, waiting for an order from someone. Zen nodded to him, as did Shinayne, then Saberrak. He looked behind him, receiving the same bows of respect from Codaius, Jardayne, Cristoff, the dwarves, and even Kaya T’vellon. He saluted the approaching forces, eyes on Harron, and marched north to the bridge.
Zen whispered to Tannek Anduvann, and marched behind James.
“Dwarves of King Thalanaxe, to the west bridge, march!” Tannek, Drodunn, and Dalliunn lead the half legion to their left.
“Forces of Evermont, with me, to the east bridge!” Knight General Jardayne saw the Armondi cavalry head east, the reserves were lined up there as well, and if they went for the caravan, his cavalry would be the only force fast enough to reinforce Julia Whiteblade. Sir Codaius raised his blade, and five hundred horsemen headed right.
Cristoff motioned his blade forward, and the rest went to meet the two legions at the north bridge. Half a legion of Harlian soldiers with Leonard and Karai, elven archers, priests of Siril, two golden minotaurs, three hiroon wolf lords, a unicorn, a cyclops, a knight of Southwind Keep, a hunter of the Hedim Anah, and Kaya T’vellon, all followed the heroes of Mooncrest. 
James stood at the edge of the bridge, then Shinayne, then Saberrak, and then Azenairk. James looked to Shinayne, and she to him. He spoke softly. “For Gwenneth, to whatever end.”
“To whatever end, all the way, and for Gwenne.” Shinayne nodded to Saberrak and drew her blades, Loestiri in her left, Carice in her right.
“For honor and freedom, and the lady of Lazlette.” Saberrak huffed and looked to Zen, then twirled his greataxes and lowered his horns.
“vuum…ber.” He whispered, as loud as he could, but they heard him. He pounded his hammeraxe to the crescent shield, and raised it high.
“Vuumber!” They roared for Azenairk, it echoed back from the dwarves to the west, then back from the eastern cavalry, then from everyone in the city that stood in defiance of wicked men.
Lavress stepped up next to Shinayne, then Kaya next to Saberrak, then Arylius and Ihros Seeing-owl as well. Liogan Andellis stood next to Sir Karai, who was next to Cristoff Bradswellen, and then Sir Leonard was next to Aariss Diravas. The sun was forcing rays through now, six, then seven beams of sunlight flooded a land that had not seen its warmth in over two milennia.  The armies were ready, the storm was but a memory, and the curse of Arabashiel and Gimmor was undone. The armies of Armondeen charged them, and they stood, prepared to die for the lands they had freed, and that so many had come to see them set free. 
Some may have thought to run into the city, to hide, but no one spoke it. They knew their heroes were done running. Then, they all watched as a wolf, a lone gray wolf, ran back and forth in front of James Andellis and his companions. The knight of Chazzrynn from Southwind Keep smiled, and looked up to the sky. “May we live without fear this day.”
 



Kendari IV:IV
South of Vin Armon, Kingdom of the Crescent Moon
“Redemption is the most painful experience a mortal will ever endure, for its necessity is usually realized only at the end of ones life.”---Spoken by Tarell of Justice to the conquering Altestani forces, last of the Knights Soujan to die defending the Temple of Mooncrest, moments before his beheading.  Circa 1684 B.C.
The Nadderi elf dodged left and the boneblade cut a tree branch in half. He rolled right, just as Kashtamias breathed an acidic black cloud to where he had been. The grass on the ground withered and died with the ash and acidic spray. Kendari ducked the shield of bone, feinted to leap up, and rolled between the demon’s legs. With a quick spin and another roll, he cut twice with Shiver and twice with the holy longsword, dropping the knight of hell to his knees as blood poured to the earth.
On his feet just in time, the clawed wing slammed into the earth and sent a shower of dirt right behind him. Kendari had severed off the other wing at the bone, and it was still smoldering not twenty feet over in the grove of trees atop the hill they battled upon. The cursed swordsman turned behind a thick pine, hearing the demon get to his feet.
The tree toppled over from the mighty demons’ weapons, and Kendari lunged forward as it crashed. Branches shattered and snapped into twigs, leaves smoldered as the infernal being marched through, swinging his blade wildly at the Nadderi elf.
He parried with both blades crossed and was hurled back through the air. Kendari landed and rolled, and sprung up to his feet just as fast. He sidestepped right, ducked the shield, and cut twice into the thigh of Kashtamias. The sword came down, he spun left, and slashed Shiver across its forearm and the crossblade dove into its abdomen. The cursed elf got his arms up in front of his face as the blade swung again, impacting on his bracers, and sending him back twenty feet into a thick pine. Kendari stumbled to his feet and hid behind the tree. The demon was as strong as twenty men.
“Your torment will be eternal, Kendari. I shall tell every demon in hell to be waiting for you!” Kashtamias was in pain, yet his fury was greater, and he stalked ahead.
“I have kept immortals waiting for me over four centuries now, I would not hold my breath.” Kendari ran at the tree ahead of him, just as the boneblade severed his tree in half. He jumped, kicked off of the trunk, and dove through the air backwards, past the demon. 
Kashtamias felt two cuts across his face and neck, one burned hot and the other smoldered his blood and flesh with sacred light. He spun to strike the quick elven blasphemer, but his blade and shield caught only air. He sensed that the Nadderi was behind another tree, and then he was gone. The demonic knight sensed him nowhere.
Kendari placed his glove back over his hand, knowing the onyx ring only had the power to conceal his presence from detection for a few minutes. He slid his blades back out, quietly, and peered around the tree. Kashtamias was looking south, toward where the battle was, and his wing was slowly regrowing from the cleaved spike of bone protruding from its shoulder. He saw the other wounds healing as well, slowly, but the blood had stopped and the cuts were thinning. Kendari knew he had little time, and this demonic noble would not simply tire or bleed out.
You had better be watching, and keep in mind that this goes above and beyond our bargain, Seirena.
As fast as his elven legs would move, he spun round the tree, and charged the winged black demon that stood over twice his height. His feet stepped left, right, left again, and then he rolled with the strike of the boneblade. Kendari slashed with Shiver into the infernal weapon, cut with his right into the demon’s swordarm, then ducked the shield meant for his head. Two more cuts into the right forearm, and the infernal creature reared up to cut him in half. Kendari waited, he did not feint, and the swordblow came. 
At the last moment, he crossed his arms, locking his enchanted bracers across one another, and took the blade and all the force behind it. His feet scraped back through the earth, sparks flew, and his arms rang with pain. He held onto his swords, grimaced, and gritted his teeth. The shield slammed into his side and cut his head, still he held tight. Just as Kashtamias pulled his arm up, and Kendari with it, the Nadderi wrapped his forearm over the bleeding arm of the demon. He flipped Shiver over in his hand, and plunged it straight through the elbow of his enemy, and pinned it sizzling into the tree.
Kendari let go, the shield smashed into the branches right above his head, and he dove the holy longblade in a massive dragging slash as he fell, all the way from its chest to its groin. As he landed, blood dumped all over the ground, as did demonic entrails. Kendari did not stall, and he put two hands on the blade hilt, then chopped below the knee of the demon. Right before the hot black breath came, he leapt ahead behind his foe.
“Roooaaarrreeeeaarg!” Kashtamias pulled with all his might, and tore his arm free, from the elbow up. He looked, his forearm was still stuck to the tree with the smoldering hot longsword through it, his boneblade in the severed grip. He fell to his stump of a knee as his blood poured from his missing arm. He fell forward, but swung his shield out wide behind him in desperate fury. 
Kendari fell backwards after the blow struck him solid, rolling over and over from the impact. His shoulder was numb, his ribs ached, and his nose was bleeding. He shook his head, staggered to his feet, unable to see straight as one eye was swelling shut fast. He fell back down, his head was spinning. The Nadderi heard hooves racing close from the north, he heard the demon inhale deep, and he sprang to his feet and dove to his right. The ground burned with infernal flames, his mouth poured blood, yet Kendari was up.
He wiped his face free of blood and ran toward the demon. Kashtamias, one leg, one wing, and one arm remaining, dropped his shield. Kendari saw it, still ran, and just as the demon went to grab him, he slid low, arched his back underneath, the blood and entrails making for slick ground. In the flash of an instant, Kendari was face to face once more with the knight of hell, and the holy blade of Cristoff went clean into its chest. Then it dove into the demon’s left side, then plunged again center, and cleaved its other arm off, then back into the chest until it started to smolder and scream. Kendari backed up, stumbling, and leapt into the air. He grabbed Shiver by the hilt, kicked off the tree with his feet, and pulled it free. Just as the severed arm hit the ground, Kendari simultaneously slashed both blades across the neck of the son of Shukuru, and the head fell to the ground.
The Nadderi elf backed up, as flames of black and red smoldered the corpse. Gouts of blood incinerated the air, the boneblade and shield evaporated, yet the eyes of Kashtamias stared at him with infernal red hatred. 
“I will not forget this, Kendari of Stillwood, your soul is….”
The last words faded from the burning remains of the knight of hell, the eyes were no more inside the black horned skull, and the flesh decayed into black ash. Kendari fell to his knees in pain and fatigue, then to the ground. 
The deer rushed upon the scene, kicking and trampling the remains, trying to help. The Nadderi blade in its mouth, fear in its heart, the deer trampled the already dead knight of hell. Seeing it was finished, the deer stood over still Kendari, guarding him, protecting the victorious swordsman who had slain Kashtamias and sent him back to the where he came from. The cursed elf that had just saved thousands.
 



Exodus IV:XI
Ruins of Mooncrest
“Brother, break them west and surround them with one legion, take to the trenches if you must!” Harron roared in anger.
“Yes, my lord.”
“Yaelsh, two legions with me, we take the center!” He yelled again.
“I get the elves.” The Smiling Knight saluted and nodded.
“My Prince, you stay with the reserves---“
“I will not. Leave a sergeant for that, not the future king of Armondeen. I lead a legion east, against Evermont. I will have their heads for Freemoore.” Rohne would not listen to his father.
“Damn it, stay back and watch, this is no place---“
“We have them nearly three to one. Pray I do not take the reserves to start on their helpless in the caravans.” Rohne Viorius sneered and drew his blade.
“You will follow my command, my orders, understood!?” Harron belted his voice as the armies charged.
Rohne smiled, led his forces left and east, pretending not to hear his father.
LCMVXILCMVXILCMVXILCMVXIL
Gwenneth stood before the statue of a robed man, it was a thousand feet tall. The world was green, empty, all except the steps of crystal green that spiraled up. Her form was weightless, gray, and she was mildly aware of what must have occurred. She floated up the steps, seemingly forever, and her thoughts drifted to James. She passed robed men and women that hung listless in the air, their mouths open in silent anguish, yet their dead eyes followed her. Books of arcane power and spells drifted in the vast empty emerald sky, parchments and scrolls rose and fell in the nothingness, and Gwenne reached the top of the stairs. 
“You have arrived, what a pleasure.” 
She looked at the head of the statue, then to a black throne on an emerald plateau over a bottomless pit of arcane energy. On the throne, where the voice came from, was a young man with white eyes and black robes. He smiled at her, stood up and hovered, then descended to the floor. His skin was dark, hairless, just like his head. He resembled the statue, or vice versa, a perfect duplicate.
“Imoch the Eternal, I would presume?” Gwenneth bowed, still looking around in the green emptiness for a way out. 
“You are so very intelligent, young Lazlette. It will be an honor to keep you here, forever.” Imoch chuckled, his hands glowed white with arcane energies, and he hovered closer.
“I will find a way out.” Her voice echoed, so she knew something was out there.
“That is what the last two hundred and twelve wizards said over the last three thousand years. No one leaves, ever.”
“You took me, you brought me here. Why?” Gwenneth looked to her hands, concentrated, and small flames appeared. They were gray and green, but they were there. She smiled.
“I take all that wield me, eventually. Then, they become my slaves, drained of their memories and powers, and I grow stronger. Soon, perhaps after a few more centuries, I will return to the world.” Imoch saw her feeble fires, knowing that her arcane memories would soon fade, he had little time to consume her. “Your little spells will not withstand my ages of power, so do not even try.”
Gwenneth looked over the edge, all up and down the gargantuan statue of Imoch. “You made that?”
“Yes. impressive, is it not?”
“No. But I will tell my friends there is someone with a larger ego than myself, when I see them again.” 
“You are dead, you have been dead for hours, and you are now mine!” Imoch thrust his hands into the air, summoning platforms of emerald covered in hundreds of moaning and praying robed spirits, all chanting his name. All long dead and serving their eternal master, the archmage Imoch.
“Imoch, Imoch, Imoch!”
“Now kneel, and embrace your eternity! Or I will destroy you in a way that you could never imagine!” His voice thundered across the inside realm of the emerald, shaking everyone and everything, except for Gwenneth Lazlette.
“I think you are bluffing, but in just in case, here.” Gwenneth pointed her fingers, lightning sprang forth from each tip, and the green electricity slammed five times into the ancient archmage inhabitor of her staff. 
Imoch held up both his hands, catching four of the five bolts, the fifth burned a hold right through his chest. It mattered not, he was immortal here, but for the first time in three thousand years, he felt pain.
“That little display will cost you your existence, woman!” He threw his hand forward, a dozen chunks of spinning sharp  emeralds as large as galleons hurled toward Gwenneth with arcane power. 
“Visashul amarat!” She screamed, the arcane powers in the emerald were easy to manipulate, and the spinning chunks shattered with ease. Imoch looked surprised, rolled his unearthly sleeves up, and rose into the air in furious anger.
“By the time I am done with you, that statue will look like me, and you all will be chanting my name. If it is eternity here, so be it. But, it will be my eternity!” 
Gwenneth rose up to meet Imoch the Eternal, high above the vast nothing, inside the emerald atop the staff. Furious fires bellowed, unknown incantations of power shot back and forth, and arcane mastery unleashed between them in a dazzling duel. A duel no one but they, would ever see. 
LCMVXILCMVXILCMVXILCMVXIL
James waited until the first soldier of the two thousand Armondi men touched the bridge. Then, he charged. His friends charged with him, the bridge just wide enough for ten soldiers to cross abreast. Halfway across, he stopped and ducked, as did the others, and the arrows flew. Hundreds of flights from Aariss and the Riverbows whistled past and drew first blood, as Armondi soldiers fell to the ground full of flights.
“Arah!” Yelled the elves, and the forces charged into one another. Blades clashed into shields, halberds were cut, and men fell from both sides of the bridge into the trench thirty feet below. Saberrak swung his axes wildly, cleaving through weapons and men, tossing their soldiers off the bridge. James blocked speartips with his shield and slashed men down from left to right. Shinayne danced with her two elven longblades, right next to Lavress, the two of them laying waste to dozens with lightning cuts. Azenairk smashed heads in silent rage, his armor protecting him from many a blow as he pummeled the knees and faces of Armondi men. Arylius Diravas and his priests dove in, their two handed blades cutting away with divine precision. Golden minotaurs cleaved and threw soldiers to their deaths, while hiroon wolf lords and Ihros the kithian tripped and slashed with their scimitars. The north bridge was a blood covered blockade where just a few, held an entire two legions dead in their march.
Moments after the battle had begun, the second legion took to the trench, and Cristoff saw it. “North bridge forces, to the trenches, stop their advance!” His voice commanded over the chaos of steel on steel, and inspired attention and awe with his words.
He pointed to Sir Leonard, Liogan Andellis and Kaya to go right with half their forces. Then to Sir Karai, for him to follow as he took the rest to the left side of the bridge. Armies clashed again, both on downhill runs, right below the bridge. 
Cristoff slashed with his longblade through an enemy soldier, then another, Karai on his right doing the same with his rapier. They spread out wide, meeting the forces of thrice their number head on. Soon, the trench was filled with battle and bloodshed.
Bodies fell from above, screaming until they hit bottom, and Kaya kept her momentum. She lunged ahead, blocking a halberd with her shield and then gutting the soldier holding it. Liogan was to her left, blocking swords and spears with his Chazzrynn shield, then cutting men down like any knight twice his age. Sir Leonard waded into the thick of battle, killing quick with his rapier, bringing the fight closer and backing the Armondi against the trench wall.
The elves were targeted by a charge of infantry, Arylius saw it coming. “Make it dance my queen, say its name and let it go!” Arylius saw Shinayne falling back, too many men pushed in on her side of the bridge.
Shinayne ducked a scimitar, parried two more, then slashed her blades across and away, dropping two soldiers screaming. She held the blade out, and spoke, ten more soldiers charging her. “Loestiri!”
Before her very eyes, the blade hovered out of her hand, then spun, and then it began to fight. She drew Elicras in her off hand. “Now that is an elven sword fit for a queen!”
Loestiri flashed a crosscut and then parried a scimitar. Shinayne stepped over the falling soldier and finished the one that was held by her dancing blade with a stab from Elicras, cut down another with Carice, and parried fast with both as more men charged her. The dancing blade cut across three men in one sweeping slash, then Shinayne plunged her longblade to the right, a downward slice with the left, and another horizontal attack with both on the men in the middle. She looked up to the blade, then to the ground, over ten dead soldiers in mere seconds. Shinayne smiled, and she and her dancing sword waded into the neverending Armondi forces, all elves behind her.
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Tannek was in the thick of it, on the bridge, deflecting scimitars and cleaving his battle axe into chainmailed soldiers. His crossbowmen were picking off the stragglers, his men held the trench, and his brother was right behind him. Dalliunn leapt from the bridge into a mass of halberdiers in the trench, knocking them senseless with his Thalanaxe warhammer. The Armondi were organized here, lead by a man that looked like a priest of Alden, and they had been pushing the dwarves on the bridge back with timed attacks. 
“Drodunn, take em’ around, down the trench, surround!” Tannek bellowed as three soldiers tried to overpower him and get past.
“Aye brother!” Drodunn withdrew his few hundred dwarves and they followed him in a downhill charge to get around the legion of human men.
Crossbow fire covered their movements, axes and hammers from red bearded warriors clashed and thundered on the west bridge, and Tannek stood his ground. His axe swept low, taking an ankle, then he slammed his shield into a young soldier’s face, and then slashed up with his edge and split a man wide open. He looked up, still too many to count, and he had only a hundred or so here. He looked down, his men holding the trench some thirty feet below with Dalliunn. The former marshall saw his brother reach the open ground, beside the main force of the third Armondi legion, and he hoped they would fight hard.
“Push em into the trenches men! Let’s make it nice and messy then!” He roared as he leaned on his shield and forced two soldiers off the bridge.
“Aye!” Four hundred dwarves shouted in unison, and began a shield march, forcing the Armondi into a disorganized rabble into the trench.
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Jardayne had fallen back after the initial charge, his cavalry had met twice their number, head on. While stronger men and larger steeds were on his side, his men were swarmed in melee against fast swords now. The trench filled with horsemen riding into the city, and the Knight General of Evermont circled around to meet them once more.
“Codaius, take the bridge!” He yelled his orders, rallied his men, and dove into a gallop with Symond’s greatsword brandished high. 
“I have it, general!” The Bear of Evermont was on foot now, his horse had been killed with a lance. Codaius of Norninne stood, cleaving left and right, his men holding fast beside him as charging cavalry flodded in every direction. 
Jardayne swung high, then cut down fast through the lance and the man holding it, spraying blood all over the ground as the horse pulled down. A lance went into his thigh, yet he countered and took the soldier’s head as he passed. He looked onto the field, seeing Prince Rohne safely behind the cavalry next to the reserve infantry legion. Suddenly, as the forces were now mixed in close, he saw the Prince of Armondeen ride east, the reserves following fast.
“Codaius, the caravan, he heads---“
“Then go! I have the field, take the first and second brigades, go!” Sir Codaius knew that Julia and her two hundred mercenaries would not be able to defend against an entire Armondi legion. The refugees would be slaughtered.
Jardayne knew it as well, he raised his blade in anger, despising the cheap attack on commoners that Prince Rohne was threatenting. His leg was bleeding heavy, yet two brigades followed as he gave chase to the fifth legion of Armondeen, headed for the caravan of defensless people.
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Lord Amirak Harron plunged his scimitar deep into a Harlian man’s chest, blocked an arrow from an elven archer with his shield, and cut across the neck of a two legged wolf man from behind, severing it clean off. He was in the trenches, his main force pushed to breach the city and encircle the allied forces, and they were nearing the other side of the dirt wall. He knew that his two thousand here would easily take the north bridge and then the city. He had the cavalry outmatched, and the dwarves. Should anything look as a possible concern, he had another thousand in reserve with his son, the Prince.
The smiling knight was covered in blood, yet again he slashed his curved steel across a soldier from Harlaheim. The scream invigorated him, the crimson in the air quickened his steps, and he parried a rapier with his small shield. Two more enemy soldiers dove for him in the trench, he backed up, then lunged and spun, one cut taking half the face off his foe, and the other slicing through the eyes and skull of another. His soldiers advanced, cutting away and driving the foreigners back.
Prince Rohne Viorius of Armondeen charged half a mile toward the caravan, he looked, and saw Jardayne in pursuit to head him off. He smiled, and turned around with half the reserve legion, as he had planned. Though his mother would disapprove, and his father had planned the attack as Lord Amirak, Rohne was the prince, and therefore he had rights and command despite his sixteen years of age. Rohne knew enough of war to take the reserves and lead an attack, whether his father agreed or no. He drew his blade of curved golden steel, and headed back to the bridge toward Codaius as five hundred rested infantry continued toward the ordered attack on the refugees. He would make Evermont pay for their disrespects, make them choose between their men and the caravan, and divide them. Then, he would show his parents his right to rule.
His men fell to the trench, screaming as they landed ontop of one another, yet Bishop Thohne fought on. He pushed, knowing that his superior numbers would avail regardless. His longblade dove intot he chest of a dwarven soldier, then cleaved off a beard of another. He felt a shield hit him in the legs from behind, and spun fast with a slashing counter. The head, one of his own men, fell to the ground in surprise. Thohne realized they were too close, his men were compacted tight, and the dwarves had the advantage.
“Fall back, spread out, take them on the open field!” He ordered them out of the trenches, yet more battle sounded behind him. He looked up and saw another mass of red beards in black armor, holding them inside the ditch from his side of the field. Thohne was trapped in low ground, fighting a force that knew no fear. 
“To the south, pull south and around!” He changed his orders, his men getting desperate as they fell like trees in a lumber grove. 
As they charged back into the trench, and turned south, crossbow fire rained on them from dwarven sharpshhoters. A lewirja roared and dove into their front lines with fifty bearded warriors beside it. The battle had nowhere to run, and the third Armondi legion began to panic on the west side of Mooncrest.
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Kaya sliced another soldier down with a quick cut to the exposed neck, then another, she was now back to back with Liogan Andellis. She did not know how he was here from Southwind, and she had not the time to ask. They were surrounded by soldiers of Armondeen, fighting hard as their forces fell in the trench. 
Liogan slashed with his broadsword, then parried a blow meant for Kaya’s head. He knew her reputation, knew who she was, yet he fought hard beside her against innumerable foes. She was wanted, by her own twin brother and his kingdom, but that mattered not here and now. His blade was red from battle, he was cut twice and bleeding, and it looked like defeat all over again. Still, not one enemy had reached the other side into the city.
Leonard parried with his rapier, crosscut at the man with the painted eyes, then their blades locked. He knew this man was the general of the Armondi forces, and he had shown him Harlian style swordsmanship for many an exchange. He pushed back, feinted to lunge low, slashed high, and it was parried by Harron’s halfshield. Harron’s hand grabbed his wrist, held his arm high, and stepped fast. Then Sir Leonard felt the cold of steel through his chest, his air gave out, and he fell to the mud and blood soaked ground. His eyes dimmed as his enemy withdrew the blade, and continued ahead into the battle.
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“Roaaarrrhhh!” Saberrak leapt from the bridge.
His body crushed three Armondi men in the trenches, right next to Kaya. He had seen them fall back, maybe fifty left against five hundred now, and he jumped.
His left hand cleaved up, sending a soldier into two pieces through the air. His right hand swung low, taking three legs off from enemy forces. Saberrak Agrannar lunged forward, his horns slamming deep into an armored chest, then the hurling body scattered ten more men as it flew from the mortal impact. The gray gladiator slashed left, swung his greataxe behind him, killing everything within reach. Arms flew off, heads shot into the air, and blood splattered the ground and his steel scale armor.
“Ra ruh!” Two golden minotaurs huffed at him, having just landed to his right and left, and their curved two handed blades clashed into the soldiers with their larger gray cousin. 
Saberrak hacked into the charging soldiers, getting cuts and lacerations galore in his march, but he did not care. His greataxe chopped into the back of a standard bearer, his enchanted axe took a man in two down the middle, and then he was next to Kaya and the young knight of Southwind. She nodded to Saberrak, as did Liogan and the golden skinned horned warriors, and they stood in a line in front of the advancing forces of Harron. 
Suddenly a wave of arrows descended into the Armondi forces, then another, as Aariss Diravas stood on the edge of the trench above with his archers. Their last flights were gone, they drew their curved elven blades, and charged the trench. It gave Saberrak and the remaining Harlians just enough time to form up and charge with them.
James Andellis would not slow, his griffon blade was glowing with blue flames from his hand as it dove and cut, and he had killed over twenty soldiers on the bridge next to Azenairk. Their forces on the bridge were few against so many, yet he had heard the pounding of Zen’s hammeraxe to the stone, had seen the glowing golden light, and felt the power of the dwarven God healing many around them. It was not enough to hold the bridge though, and he quickly found himself fighting a losing battle. 
Memories of Arouland flashed through his mind as he cut down another enemy. Visions of Arlinne T’Vellon dying in his arms sparked into his eyes as James plunged and withdrew his sword again. He backed up, and looked down to his right, he saw Harron ordering soldiers into the city. The north of the ruins was flooding with enemy troops, the battle looked desperate, and they had no more men to call upon. The knight of Chazzrynn looked to Zen, and his dwarven friend nodded. They agreed, without a word, that James should charge the Armondi general. 
“Alden have mercy.” He whispered to Zen, and then he turned. James fought past three soldiers, slicing and defending with his shield as he marched. Then, he leapt off the bridge of stone, and floated with his enchanted shield, landing behind Lord Amirak Harron.
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Azenairk ran back, hundreds of soldiers in chase behind him, and he was suddenly surrounded by robed elven men. He looked to his right, Shinayne and Lavress were unleashing fury and steel, side by side on the bridge. He saw the hundreds closing in, but he had a rising hope, enough to stand and try something.
“Arah!” The forty remaining elven priests with Arylius slashed ahead, filling in where the minotaurs and James Andellis had been standing off. They cut down quick, with timed simultaneous strikes and shouts, and held the north bridge with their queen and her beloved hunter. 
Azenairk waved them back, prayed in whisper, and slammed his hammeraxe to the bridge he had created. He looked up in time to see the golden glow flash, the spikes of stone erupted, and the northern half of the bridge fell to dust, two hundred Armondi soldiers screaming as they fell to the trench below.
Shinayne had no enemies before her, and no bridge to march across, so she looked left to the trench. She saw the battle raging, Cristoff withdrawing as he fought with Sir Karai who was slashing wildly, only a handful of Harlians remaining below. Over three hundred Armondi began their pursuit up into the city.
“To Lord Cristoff the Third, charge!” She yelled it and lead the forty elves with her to the edge, hoping to hold seven times their number. She glanced, Lavress was right there, as was Zen.
Lavress slashed with his falcata, parried with the kukri, and dove both into the chest of an Armondi soldier. He ducked, a halberd, parried a scimitar with his curved blade, then two fast cuts to human throats with his dagger opened up room for him to reach the trench with his beloved.
Loestiri cut down three soldiers cleanly, then parried two halberds, flipping their axeheads up and back. Shinayne ran in, cut with Carice across their exposed chests, plunged Elicras into a flagbearing sergeant’s neck, and then spun low. She rose, as her dancing blade mimicked her actions, and slashed wide into the advancing Armondi men. Ten wicked cuts of enchanted steel from three flashing blades, and the Queen of Tintasarn stood over her dead enemies.
 She pointed to Sir Yaelsh, the smiling knight with the scar, and sheathed Elicras. In a flash, Loestiri was in her left hand, and Shinayne began her approach.
“Let us see how brave you are now that I am unchained, shall we!” 
“I accept, I could always use another set of ears in my collection!” Sir Yaelsh accepted her challenge as his forces tried to reach the summit and make way into the ruins. 
LCMVXILCMVXILCMVXILCMVXIL
Jardayne finished his pass as three more Armondi soldiers met their ends from his greatsword. He turned his tired stallion around, seeing his fifty remaining men line up beside him. Julia’s forces were half, less than one hundred, yet the Armondi soldiers were in retreat. Not one soldier reached the vulnerable caravan of refugees, and they had turned and run after their forces were cut to less than a third.
He looked to the eastern battle in the distance, seeing few of their men remaining, and Sir Codaius standing alone on the bridge. He was cutting down soldiers from their horses, slamming his weight into steeds, sending them tumbling into the trench below. Jardayne saw three lances through the Bear of Evermont, and saw Prince Rohne charging him with a massive force. Rohne had double backed, increasing his forces to one and a half legions, angainst Codaius and three hundred cavalry. He treid not to think, just act, and he yelled as loud as he could. 
“Cavarly, charge!”
Not only the cavalry, but the mercenaries of Julia Whiteblade as well, charged to the desperate battle. Behind them, farmers with rural tools, old men with canes, young men with sticks, all inspired from the caravan and most without a real weapon to wield, charged behind them, by the thousands.
Codaius slashed another rider from his horse, broke off the lance through his own ribs, and heard the thundering from the east. He smiled, blood dripping out the corners of his mouth, and another Armondi lance drove through him. He fell to a knee, looking up at Prince Rohne, and then lunged with his greatsword high at the noble’s horse. Three scimitar cuts went into his flesh, then five, then another spear through his chest, yet he startled the royal steed and it reared up. He marched back to where Rohne had fallen, intent on taking the Prince of Armondeen with him to the afterlife, but another enemy spear through his plate armor stopped him in his tracks. He swung wildly, cleaving infantry as they passed him into the city. Three, five, seven, then ten men felt his massive greatblade take their lives as the blood covered bear of a man defended his bridge.
His stallion charged faster, as did the horses behind him. The people and mercenaries on foot were coming, yelling for Codaius of Norninne, yet Jardayne knew it was not going to be in time. The last thing Sir Jardayne saw was the flash of Rohne’s scimitar, as it took the head of his closest friend and ally, Sir Codaius. The cavalry of Evermont raced into the city, charging an angry war cry of vengeance, mercenaries and refugees running behind them. They met the legions of Prince Rohne, and fought with a fury none could deny.
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“Left side stand hard, let them come to us!” Cristoff planted his boot on an enemy neck and planted his longsword through the chest of the man at his feet. “Right side withdraw to the city!”
His blade slashed high, off an enemy shield, then low into the ribs and up, spraying the blood across his own men as the soldier fell. “Sir Karai, right flank, now!” Cristoff placed two hands on the hilt, parried high, then low, then lunged ahead and speared a halberdier through the chest.
“Queen Shinayne, get out!” She had twenty elves with her, the wood elf hunter, and a cyclops, but she was surrounded by two hundred men as she crossed blades with their commanding noble. Cristoff could not reach her, he was pinned against the trench wall and outnumbered.
Two of his men fell beside him, then a third was speared through the stomach and screamed an ear piercing wail, and then Sir Karai took a scimitar cut across his shoulder. The knight of Harlaheim stepped ahead, regardless, and slashed a man down with a flash of his steel rapier. He turned left and dove its point through the ribs of another. Karai spun low, dodging enemy weapons, then rose and slashed two men across their necks. 
“I have them, m’lord!” Karai yelled, driving with his few remaining men, and keeping the Armondi bottlenecked near the rubble of broken bodies from the north bridge. They had but fifty men left, facing a neverending wave of Armoondi forces, but the Harlians kept fighting.
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Lavress cut left with his kukri, right with his forward edged blade, then blood showered him from behind. He glanced, killing Armondi soldiers as fast as they came, and saw Ihros Seeing-owl fall to the ground covered in crimson. Arylius killed the soldiers responsible, Lavress was back to back with the elven priests of Siril, and they had nowhere to move as hundreds whittled them slowly. Armondi soldiers charged, met elven blades, and died quickly. Yet, their numbers were endless.
Shinayne parried the scimitar with Carice, Loestiri met the shield of Sir Yaelsh, and they pushed off one another again. Her feet danced in circles around him, and he stalked to match. The Smiling Knight slashed high, blocked, low, parried, then dove ahead with a lunge. Shinayne sidestepped, double cut, and met his shield again with her blades. She continued to spin her shoulders, weaving arcing vertical cuts, up and down, backing him up. 
Yaelsh blocked, parried, faster and faster, then kicked his boot into her stomach. She took the blow, yet sliced his thigh wide open with her left, parried high with her right, and blocked his savage chop toward her head. He struck out with his shield, she spun under it, double parried the scimitar again, and then her blades slashed across his chest in a riposte too fast for human eyes.
Just as the scarred knight looked down, Shinayne dove both blades through his chest, out the other side, and came up close to his shocked face. “For all the elves you have killed.” She whispered. Then she pulled Carice and Loestiri free, spun, and took his smiling head clean off.
“Arah!” Yelled the few elves left. They saw their queen toss the sacred blade to the air, it danced a deadly weave as she drew her shortblade, and rejoined her kin in their desperate battle. 
“Vuumber!”

The elves with Shinayne and Lavress turned to their right, as did Cristoff and Karai, seeing over two hundred dwarves with Tannek Anduvann, charging to their aid. The glanced up to the west bridge, the Armondi banners had fallen, and the dwarves of Marlennak still had much fight left in them. Their commander, Bishop Thohne, was hog-tied on the west bridge, and his remaining forces had surrendered. Drodunn kept a foot on his neck, axe tapping the stone next to his face.
“To Lord Cristoff and Queen Shinayne! Show em’ how it be done, boys! And let these Armondeen bastards know we ain’t done yet! By Vundren we ain’t!” Crossbows fired into Armondi forces, Dalliunn smashed the enemy flags down, and red bearded dwarves crashed into the mass of men in the trench with Tannek. Their shields were high, axes low, and their spirit was unstoppable. 
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Jardayne passed again, breaking the lines of poorly formed soldiers, as Julia led her mercenary brigade and the refugees into the legion under Prince Rohne. Men were pulled from horses, infantry were smothered with untrained men, and the blood and mess of it all was terrible indeed. The knight general slashed another bannerman down, then another, and set his eyes on the Prince of Armondeen. 
Rohne cleaved from his stallion, wildy, killing commoners left and right. His horse trampled more, he tried to charge and was held by old men and his horse stalled and reared. He cut with his scimitar, broke free, and went to flee as his field was mobbed and his men were falling fast on the east bridge. His horse collided with something, his shield sparked, and he fell to the ground hard.
The knight of Evermont dismounted, marched for the Prince, and raised his blade. Rohne stood and slashed with his scimitar, blocked a cut with his halfshield, and was knocked back from the force of Jardayne. Again he attacked, his blade parried hard, and the Shanadorian man hammered his shield with his greatsword. His shield snapped from the blow. Rohne feinted a lunge, turned, and ran. He knew he was outmatched in battle here. Before he got three steps, he was tackled from behind by a mob of peasants. Then, a greatblade stabbed the ground, an inch from his eye.
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Saberrak cut left and right, sending soldiers airborn with his cleaving axes. One golden miotaur with him, the other dead on the ground. Kaya was on his right, cut several times, but fighting on against the overwhelming horde of Armondeen. Liogan Andellis slashed wildly, stumbling, but keeping to Lady Kaya’s right. Azenairk Thalanaxe pounded his hammeraxe into a soldier’s face, then cut back with the axe blade into another, fighting to the left of the golden minotaur warrior. They were down to twenty men and fifty elven archers fighting now with blades, had killed hundreds, but they could not get to Harron Vir Magaste. His soldiers were too many. 
Harron parried the shortblade of the elven captain, feinted with his scimitar, then smashed his halfshield into his enemy’s face. Just as Aariss went to withdraw, a halberd slashed him from the side and sent him stumbling forward. He dove at Harron, his shortblade blocked, and then his neck burned cold. Then his chest felt a pinch, and then he fell at the feet of Lord Harron. 
The Lord Amirak wiped his blade on his cape, full of elf blood now, and looked east. He saw the mob approaching, saw his infantry and cavalry falling, yet he was winning here. He kept distance from the minotaurs, he knew they would tire out soon. He had four hundred to stand against the refugees with Jardayne, and he knew he had the reserve legion to finish the rest. He looked to the other side of the impaired bridge, seeing his forces heavily engaged, yet still outnumbering the Harlians and remaining elves.
“Men of Armondeen, finish the rest, and take the city in the name of Queen Andorra!”
“Rah, rah, hoona rah!” His remaining four hundred here, the three hundred on the field, and the three hundred on the other side of the north bridge all chanted in acknowledgement of his orders. He still had over a legion here, scattered, but against the three hundred remaining intruders and the peasant mob and with a legion in reserve, the experienced warlord smelled his moment of victory.
 Harron marched back out of the trench, to send in the rest, and take his city. His men were withdrawing from the east, massing near the camp. His eyes went wide with disbelief, seeing that the reserve army was not there. His heart raced, his brow furrowed, and he gritted his teeth as he tried to find the fifth legion.
“Son, what have you done?” He whispered. Something, to his left, a charging blade and a feathered cross was all he saw. At the last moment, Harron raised his shield.
Clang!
“You are a deadman, knight of Chazzrynn.” Harron met the salute of James Andellis and returned it.
“We shall see.” James lunged with his broadsword, parried by Harron. He ducked the scimitar, blocked the riposte with his shield, and slashed into the Armondi lord’s halfshield. Blade to blade, sparks flying in the air, James Andellis marched Harron back away from the city with furious strokes of his sword.
Two retreating soldiers charged him, one he cut low and cut wide open as he ducked the halberd. The other he blocked with the shield, crosscut the scimitar, and slashed his blade up through. Both fell dead. Then his shoulder burned as Harron took a dishonorable slice with his scimitar.
Still James pushed on, cutting down interfering Armondi soldiers, blocking Harron’s scimitar, and all the while blue flames licked his broadsword from his glowing hand. The pace increased, Harron was running backwards, James slashing and parrying forwards, and men were falling in behind, unable to keep pace nor rescue their Lord Amirak.
A slash from Harron took some hair from James’ head, but the follow up attack was blocked. Harron blocked a swordslash, then another, his shield arm tiring. Never had he fought so vigorous a knight. Near the outpost now, passing injured soldiers, James Andellis pressed him further back. The clash of weapons was constant, and now hundreds of Armondi were behind the battle, ready to kill the knight that dared attack their lord.
Harron feinted to stop, backed up two steps, then lunged. James parried with his blade, spun with his shield, and roared as he followed with his sword across Harron’s chest. The scimitar countered, blocked by James, and then he took Harron’s right arm clean off. He did not look, did not stop to see he was soon to be surrounded, and he stared straight ahead. His griffon hilted broadsword drove right between the scepter and talons, dead center through Harron’s chest, and James looked him right in his painted blue face as blood poured out his enemy’s mouth. He whispered as the Lord Amirak of Armondeen slid off of his sword.
“That was for Gwenneth, now go meet your masters in hell!”
James stepped back, saw the hundreds of soldiers charging up the hill toward him, seconds away. He cared not to run, he stepped over to the Armondi flags, cut them down, one, then two, then picked up the last one and yelled to the ruined city.
“Long live Mooncrest!” James threw down the enemy flag, hearing some faint cheers go up from the trench, and he saluted the mass of enemy soldiers in front of him. He dove ahead, fighting between the pillars, slashing while surrounded. James looked out from his vantage, the field was red, the bodies uncountable, yet on he fought as hundreds came for revenge.
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Gwenneth hovered over the black throne, her lightning ripping holes into Imoch, her fury was endless, and the dead wizards inside chanted her name. They had to, for the thousand foot statue, now resembled her.
“Gwenneth, Gwenneth, Gwenneth!”
Imoch was reeling back, absorbing what he could, defending with all his might, and hurling balls of flame at her the size of small cities. Gwenne countered with walls of ice that stretched as mountains, summoned acidic clouds that dissolved him to just a sliver of a skeleton, and as he reformed she cracked the very stillness with arcane force theat crushed his eternal soul.
Her eyes turned white, just like his, and she spoke in the draconic tongue. “Heliax duthartes ex duarmest!”
The green world inside the emerald flashed, her statue turned toward Imoch, her powers had not faded in here, they had grown to god-like power. He cowered, the statue of Gwenneth Lazlette formed wings, a tail, and was covered in scales. It breathed a gout of green flame all over him, incinerating him, his powers could not contend. He knelt, as his spirit burned to but black bones.
“I submit, I submit!”
“Say my name and call me your mistress!” Gwenneth looked up as she spoke, white light, the only color besides green and black and every shade in between, blasted her from above.
“I submit mistress Gwenneth, I submit! Please, do not destroy my eternal----“
“Aaaaahhhh!” Gwenneth gasped for air, her eyes saw nothing but bright light and white energy. Her body burned in pain all over, then it faded to just her back, and then that faded too. She held up her hand, trying to grasp something, and someone held it, then another hand as well.
“By Alden, it’s a miracle.” Tubrey sobbed, the feather was gone, just white speckles now floated through the air. He had been praying for her, with the feather, watching the staff flash green like a rapid heartbeat.
“Easy now, Lady Lazlette, rest easy. You are alive.” Angeline held her hand tight with Tubrey as she winced and gasped for more air.
“Who is there, who are you? Where am I?” Gwenne tried to stand, got to one foot, then the other, shielding her eyes. Her hand rested on someone short. She heard the sounds of battle, of war, and many screaming men and the clash of their steel.
“It is me Tubrey, m’lady, and Angeline of the Knights Soujan, and we are in Mooncrest.” Tubrey looked to the battle, a terrible sight, and then to Angeline.
“Where is James? I need James.” She was weak, her strength and vision returning, but she needed help to walk. “Angeline from Vallakazz? What are you doing here?”
“James is in the battle, Gwenneth, I will try and find him for you. Rest now. We will talk later, you and I. Tubrey, keep her safe.” Angeline had prayed as well, not to Alden, but to all the Caricians she was sworn to protect. Now, she raced into the field of war, to find James, the man that Gwenneth loved. 
“Here, sit here my lady, rest.” Tubrey sobbed as he held her, watched her eyes return to normal green, and saw her smile to him.
“No, I have much to do, my little friend.” Gwenneth started to chant, rose up just a foot or so, and stared at her staff. Her body fell slowly back down to the ground, and she squinted in weariness, then whispered softly.
“I said, I have much to do.”

The staff glowed, first the emerald on top, then the first three runes on the shaft flashed orange.
“More.” She whispered again.
The fourth rune hummed and illuminated like fire.
“More, or I destroy this staff, and spend my life erasing your name from known existence, Imoch.”
The fifth rune glowed white on the staff, sparked with energy, and her body trembled from even holding it. She felt power course through her, much like inside the emerald prison, power that few mortals could even explain in words. She looked to the fields of battle, every direction, and she started to walk very slowly north.
“Better.”
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Saberrak was cut, several times now, and he looked across to Kaya and the young knight beside him, then to Zen. He snorted, flared his nostrils, and heaved a great breath as the soldiers surrounded them. “No surrender! If we die, we die together.” They all nodded in silence and fatigue.
Shinayne backed up against Lavress and Arylius as the dwarves shielded them, hundreds of bodies filled the trench. The blades kept slashing, axes hammering, yet more soldiers were breaching past Karai and Cristoff.  The ruins were flooding quick, and the highborne elf knew they would be surrounded soon. That soon, came now.
James cut down the fifth soldier, then the sixth, but now one hundred reached the hill and surrounded him. He waited, knowing he was dead, and the blades came toward him. As they struck, they turned to ash and dust. Everyone stared as a strange hum filled the air from the city.
The halberds melted like water around Saberrak and Zen. Swords crumbled like gravel from the Armondi around Shinayne and Cristoff. Suddenly, the humming noise grew, white light beamed from the sky to the ground, and a black robed woman rose off the ground. Her black hair was wild in arcane winds, her staff was glowing green, orange, and white with sparks of force. Her eyes, while green, pulsed with strange power that enthralled everyone within view. Then, hundreds of Armondeen soldiers, lifted up into the air. Hundreds more followed as her hand trembled and rose with them, and soon, over a thousand men hovered in the sky at her command. Their weapons disintegrated, they began to scream and contort in pain, and Gwenneth Lazlette spoke.
“Who commands this army?” Her voice echoed across the ruins as blood dripped from the nostrils of those she held.
Everyone looked around as James ran toward her as fast as he could. The soldiers pointed to Harron, but he was dead. Drodunn lifted up Thohne, and Jardayne pulled Prince Rohne to his feet. Shinayne let a tear fall, as did Zen, and Saberrak just stared as Gwenneth hovered above them, alive.
The men were floating, under her powers, fifty feet above the ground as Prince Rohne and Bishop Thohne were brought before her. The peasants watched, the soldiers screamed, and the eyes of Gwenne fell upon the two remaining nobles of Armondeen. Lightning crackled the sky, thunder boomed from the sunlight, and the energy backed everyone up that had the chance.
“If you surrender, vowing never to return to these lands, I will let you and your men live.” Gwenneth looked to Prince Rohne as Jardayne held a blade to his throat.
“I hope you say no, with all my heart.” Jardayne whispered to Rohne.
“Gwenneth!” James knelt below her, tears in his eyes, not believing what he was seeing. “No, please no. Not like this.”
Gwenne tried not to look, felt her tears swell, then looked to Shinayne. That was just as distracting, as her elven friend just shook her head as well and stifled her tears of joy. Gwenne knew it, and her tears fell as well. She glared back to Rohne to keep her focus.
“My prince, please.” Thohne whispered to his nephew, as the axe of Drodunn Anduvann held tight to his throat. “We fight another day, your highness.”
Rohne looked to the field, to his father back by the hill laying dead, and he felt anger and rage in his veins. He wanted honor, he craved victory, but the surviving enemy forces were regrouping before him and his army was in the air under the awesome power of this wizard.
“We…we surrender.” He spoke through gritted teeth, and hung his head.
The roaring cheers of just over three hundred allied soldiers echoed into the heavens, shook the clouds into parting for more sunlight, and they raised their weapons high. The Armondi soldiers drifted back to the ground, weaponless, and fatigued from the painful arcane powers that had held them.
“Then take your flags, your men, and leave my eyes.” Gwenneth pointed north, still staring at Prince Rohne.
The silence was unbearable, everyone stared as they were released, and the world stood still. Moments later, Prince Rohne turned to his men, and gave one last look to Gwenneth Lazlette as she lowered to the ground. “Request to take our dead nobility?”
“Granted.”
“Request to have our fallen soldiers buried behind us?”
“Honored.”
The pause of Prince Rohne, deep in thought, seemed like forever passing by. Then, he spoke.
“Men of Armondeen, we march home, to Vin Armon. Out of respect for our fallen brothers, and our merciful enemy, no flags shall be raised. March!”
Again the cheers drowned out any chance of noise from the outside world. Over five thousand lay dead on the outskirts of Mooncrest, yet freedom, in so many ways, was won.
 



Exodus IV:XII
City of Mooncrest
“There are powers that can destroy, there are forces that can create life, and the wills of men and kingdoms can crush and claim both land and blood. Yet the strongest force in all existence, is the power of the loving heart. It knows no bounds, suffers no obstacles, and can undo the curses of time and terror, where nothing else could.” ---Words of Garret D’Ourmas, priest of Alden, upon seeing the temples of mythical Mooncrest.      17 Day of Shaltyn, 345 A.D.
Shinayne T’Sarrin accepted the hands of Arylius Diravas and Lavress as she stepped out of the battle ridden trench. She gazed across the bodies of so many fallen soldiers, and a tear fell once more. The battle was over, and before her was a kneeling knight of Southwind Keep, a younger version of James, yet it was not him.
“Your highness. I am Sir Liogan of Chazzrynn. It has been an honor serving alongside Lavress Tilaniun, his courage knows no weakness nor boundary.” Liogan Andellis stood as the Queen of Tintasarn motioned him up.
“Nor does his heart.” Shinayne bowed to the young knight.
“He saved me, my kingdom, and my prince. He is one of the deadliest swordsmen in the known world, I am sure of it, and a true friend.” Liogan bowed again, and patted Lavress on the shoulder. He went to hand the enchanted bow, Bedesh’s bow, back to him. 
Lavress put his hand up, refusing it. “Keep it, Sir Liogan, it is yours. It belonged to a very brave spirit of the forest, and I am sure he would want you to have it. Besides, you never missed. Not once.”

“I gave you my word, master Lavress, and I was trained by the best.” Liogan smiled, gazing at the ruins of a magnificent city. 
“Your majesty.” Arylius Diravas bowed to the highborne elven woman from Kilikala, the queen that Loestiri had chosen. “I am Arylius Diravas of the riverlands, high priest of Siril, and guardian of Tintasarn, my blade is yours should you wish to retain me and mine. May Siril bless us, and Tintasarn, in the years to come.”
“Well fought, master Diravas. I am Shinayne T’Sarrin of Kilikala and this---“
“My Queen, of the T’Sarrin line? Then you are ---“ Arylius was wide eyed and fell to a knee once more.
“Yes, I was once in line for the throne of Kilikala. However, that has changed, and now, I am here.” Shinayne put her arms around Lavress. “And this, is Lavress Tilaniun, of the Hedim Anah, from Gualidura. Who I have missed, very, very much.”
“It is an honor to serve you. The two of you have a glow, a radiance with one another that is most evident. Light of Siril bless you both.” Arylius clasped his hands and bowed, then went to pray for his cousin Aariss.
Shinayne walked with Lavress, after more warm elven embraces, and rested on her knees with the remaining elves. They sang the Vytha Vahann together, in elven tradition, kneeling before the dead elven warriors. Their words sent blessings and honors of elven life to the sky, to Siril, and behind them all others listened in reverent silence to the sad poetic words in the elven tongue.
“Ashura teldiame, turas eastae duerman des duehr…”
“Siril atha undirie, ahnas uraoli des hatha a fuehr…”
Shinayne felt a hand, a strong hand on her shoulder, and she knew who it was. She rose, without looking, and put her hand on Saberrak’s, then embraced her horned warrior tight as she finished the verse.
“That is the song, the one you were singing when I met you, it lead me to you out of the ruins in Chazzrynn.” Saberrak spoke solemn and soft.
“Yes, I sang it then for Nathaniel Hanaira, and now for Aariss Diravas and the many elves that fought for us today.” Shinayne wiped her eyes.
“You were singing it earlier, for yourself. I thought I was about to lose my scouting partner.” Saberrak nodded, and looked into her eyes, she nodded back. “Never surrender, Shinayne, and never give up. I learned that from you. As you say, to whatever end.”
“I know, horned one, I know. I thought that was the end, for me anyway.” She wiped her eyes, Saberrak on one side of her, Lavress on the other. “But, it seems that we have many friends, where all along I thought we had only gained enemies.”
Kaya T’Vellon stepped forward and took a knee. “Some of those enemies, have become your friends, Queen Shinayne. I hope I may be given the chance to prove that, far beyond this day.”
Saberrak put his arm around Kaya, grinning his bovine smile that she had survived, and made it all this way to fight with them. “Whatever you were, is not what you became in Devonmir, and obviously not what you are here today. Courage and bravery have a way of forming us, lady Kaya, and I would count you as a trusted friend, on any field.”
Shinayne nodded, as Saberrak spoke, and then she bowed to Kaya T’vellon. “The Gods work in mysterious ways. Welcome to Mooncrest, to your new home, Lady of Southwind Keep.”
Jardayne of Highmont walked slowly through the trench, stepping over bodies, head gazing at the sky above. He climbed out, watching as more and more sunlight fell through vanishing gray clouds to reveal a bright blue canopy. The Knight General of Evermont walked up to Saberrak and Shinayne, and took a knee. He raised the greatsword up, offering it honorably, with both hands. It was not his.
Saberrak looked around after a quick nod, and his heart twinged with pain. He took the blade, blood covered and well used. He whispered . “Sir Codaius, the Bear of Evermont?”
Jardayne could not speak, but shook his head to the no, and held his composure and stoic resolve intact. He sighed, stood, and bowed to Saberrak Agrannar, then took his forearm to his own. “Well fought, lord Agrannar, well won indeed.”
Saberrak held the greatsword of Codaius, turned, and looked as the last Armondi soldiers cleared the hill and outpost, fading on the northern horizon. He raised the blade of the fallen knight toward them, vowing never to forget Codaius of Norninne, and what he fought and died for. The gray minotaur turned, following the steps of Shinayne, and walked toward James and Gwenneth.
The Knight of Chazzrynn held her tight, still bleeding from many wounds he had yet to heal, but it did not matter. Gwenneth kissed his cheek and beard, searching through her tears for his lips. Her hands trembled, as did his, and the two of them spoke whispered words of love and adoration through their joyful embrace. Many stood around them, but they did not turn from each other to look.
“You…you died for me, Gwenneth.” James sniffled and kissed her again. 
“How many times have you faced death for me, James of Southwind?” Gwenneth kissed him back, feeling pain and emotions that she had never experienced, her heart fluttering with warmth. “I could not let them take you from me.”
“Do not ever leave me, not ever, never again my Lady of Lazlette.” James ran his fingers through her hair, wiped her eyes, and put his nose to hers. “Promise me.”
“I promise. James, do the same for me?” Gwenneth felt weak, vulnerable, for the first time in her life.
“I promise, on my honor and the sword of your father, I promise. I love you, Gwenneth.” James kissed her again, and she pressed her lips to his, and then they felt many eyes close to them. Hands touched them, warm touches, the hands of friends.
“And I you, James Andellis.” Gwenneth turned, as did he, and they both straightened up a bit. Then Saberrak grabbed her into the air as Shinayne wrapped her arms around James. There were no words, nothing spoken that could say what they felt, but something was missing. 
That something whispered quietly from beside them, as loud as he could, tears rolling down his black beard.
“Thank… you, all …o’ you, me… closest friends. I still don’t believe we are…alive..and..we did it.” Azenairk Thalanaxe held out his arms, smothered by his companions, and thanked Vundren over and over that they were all alive.
They stared out across the ruins of majestic Mooncrest, watching thousands of people slowly wander into the streets from the east. Little by little, barely noticeable to eyes that did not know to look, green leaves began to grow on the trees. Flowers from long dead plants took color and bloom, and the city looked alive with life. Sunlight sparkled the sandstone, the palace, even the tower and the temples. Voices of men, women, and children could be heard, all in wonderment and awe of the mythical fable they now stood in. Children ran up and down the roads and bridges, and joy echoed in the place once cursed for all eternity.
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The shadow over him growled, the stomping of a slow march woke him, and the sun glared in his eyes. Kendari looked up, seeing the deer guarding over him as straggling Armondeen forces headed north, flags lowered and heads down. They looked to him and the deer as they passed, and to the giant black horned skull still smoldering behind him. The Nadderi looked at the grove, all the downed trees from the sword of Kashtamias, and then to his wilderness protector.
“Well, I see Seirena has a sense of humor, allowing you to live and haunt me another day.” Kendari stood, painful as it was with all his injuries, and then picked up his blades. It hurt to sheath them, but he did, and leaned against a tree. “I am not young anymore, this much is evident.”
The deer nodded to him and licked his hand.
“You did well for a meal on four legs, I am impressed. Very courageous, indeed.” Kendari bowed to the forest animal.
Something moved to his left, and he spun to look, hands on his hilts. The cursed swordsman squinted, seeing a unicorn walking in the grove, not fifty feet away. Then, a wolf passed by, and then another. They all walked circles around the grove, as if protecting it. Then, Kendari saw white steps and stones beyond, hidden past the trees, and he backed up.
“Temple of the Whitemoon, I suppose they would prefer I was not here. The feeling is mutual.” Kendari bowed toward the unicorn, it nodded back, and he walked south down the hill, the deer following.
He stopped and looked at the ruins. It was breathtaking, and he saw many people there. Cheers echoed, people by the thousands filled the streets, and he heard laughter. The Nadderi heard children laughing in the city, and saw it coming to life, just after a war. He nodded toward who he knew was there, and the deer nodded as well.
“I know she is down there, and your friend Lavress.  I know, I can see him from here, and Shinayne as well. Go.” Kendari whispered.
The deer looked up at him with an awkward glance, a confused stare, and shook its head.
“No? Then you will go to the temple?” Kendari smiled.
The deer shook its head to the no again, still looking perplexed at the cursed elf.
“So you stay with me then, to see this bargain between Seirena and I to completion?”
The deer nodded yes.
“The we will have to clear the air between us, between you and I.” Kendari took a knee and hung his head. “For I know who you are, and I have known for some time, Bedesh of Haven Glen.”
The deer let a tear drop from his eye, and nodded to the yes. The satyr, reincarnated as a deer by the Goddess, sent to watch over his own killer, nuzzled Kendari’s cursed face.
He forced his eyes closed tight, felt the pain in his chest and throat, knowing he had murdered Bedesh in a sacred place, back in Chazzrynn. The horns, the little hooves, the nervousness, and all that he saw had been telling him. Kendari just tried to avoid accepting it. He whispered, not in a malicious tone, but in a quiet respectful one.
“I have never said what I am about to say, and do not ever expect to hear it again.” He looked to the deer, his green eyes watering as he met the forest brown stare. “I am sorry, Bedesh, please forgive me.”
Bedesh nodded his forgiveness, rubbed his head under Kendari’s arm, and stood overlooking the southern ruins of Mooncrest from far north. The moment lasted long minutes, long silence from the cursed swordsman and the deer, and the rain began to fall on a sunlit day.
“Enough of this then. I would assume that by your Goddess, I am not completely forgiven?” Kendari thought of the demon, the dark worship in Armondeen that he had seen, and where to go next. 
Bedesh shook his head to the no, many times to the no.
“That bad? We saved many though, close?”
Bedesh shook his little horned head again, many times.
“Not even close, eh? I thought not.” He chuckled.
“Then, we need to head north. I doubt the Temple likes my presence. I would surely be most unwelcome with your friends down there, and they need their moment of victory, without my interference. So, where there are dark streets and cities of wickedness, I will find my peace. To Armondeen, Bedesh, Queen Andorra will be looking for us, so let us not disappoint.” Kendari of Stillwood began to run north in search of deadly dangers in dark northern cities.
Bedesh took one last look to the city of Mooncrest, then to the sky, and then he turned north. He ran after Kendari, the elf that had killed him, the cursed swordsman he was ordered to protect, and the last Nadderi who he had vowed to redeem. For such was the love of Seirena, and her mysterious ways.
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Sir Karai closed Leonard’s eyes by the Temple of Alden, they had carried him there, and laid him there in peace before the feathered cross. The knight of Harlaheim put his rapier across his folded arms, straightened his armband of the Order of Saint Tarumin, and knelt with Lord Cristoff in silent prayer. 
“Alden take him, but know that his blade and his honor, will be sorely missed here. Amen.” Cristoff made the sign of the cross on his chest and circled it. 
The former lord of Saint Erinsburg listened in prayer, hearing the silent song of God, knowing that many had fought and died for a greater good, a greater divine purpose. His ears heard prayer from behind him, from a kneeling Angeline of Charity by the Soujan Temple. He heard dwarves praying by the Temple of Vundren, and elves in front of the Temple to Siril. He smiled, then his eyes opened and his face lost all composure. He heard something else. It was a cry. Not a cry from a mourning soldier, not a cry from one of the heroes he had followed in their exodus, it was the cry of a newborn child. 
He stood, tears in his eyes, and rushed into the city streets from the temples. His shield fell from his arm, and the sound was beautiful. He remembered it with his children long ago, but this was different. The baby cried again, and Cristoff ran faster. He saw father Garret, he saw Brunnwik, and he saw Rosana on the wagon, laying down with something in her arms, and elven priest on either side of her. She was radiant as the sun fell on her tan face, and the light seemed to follow her as they pulled the wagon into the streets of Mooncrest.
Cristoff nearly fell, his legs trembling, and he put one hand on her forehead. Garret and Brunnwik bowed to him, smiles on their faces, and stepped aside. Garret looked up, seeing the temples, and walked toward them with a starry look in his eyes. Brunnwik walked with, just as entranced.
“I kept my promise.”
“Thank Alden you are alive, Cristoff.” Rosana could not wipe her tears of joy, but he did it for her.
“Are you well, my queen?” Cristoff kissed her cheek.
“I am my lord.” Rosana pulled the white blanket back, revealing a beautiful boy with a full head of dark wet curls. His eyes were squinted nearly shut, but he calmed as Cristoff touched his forehead with his finger. The smallest smile curled on his lips, as newborn children often knew and felt things that adults could not.
“May I…may I …hold him..our…your…” Cristoff stumbled over his words.
“Of course, my love, show our son his new home.” Rosana carefully lifted her baby up to Cristoff.
He wept, like a man reborn, like he was a father anew. Cristoff Bradswellen the Third raised the baby high to the sky above Mooncrest. Cheers from thousands honored him and the child, and people flooded toward the former queen of Harlaheim. 
“I give to you, Savanno Bradswellen the First, firstborn child of Mooncrest!” Cristoff held the baby close now, and stood next to Rosana in the wagon as thousands lined up to catch a glimpse of the baby, and the two brave nobles they had followed, all the way across the continent.
Tannek Anduvann cheered with his brother Drodunn, and Dalliunn licked Cristoff’s face. Angeline sat with the minstrels, telling them of how Tubrey saved the day and helped bring Gwenneth back to life. Garret walked the temples of the Caricians, smiling as if a new world had been discovered. The people walked with Cristoff and Rosana, lined up to bow to the elves and dwarves, and dared to dream of a new home here, in such a fabled place.
The former marshall walked toward Azenairk Thalanaxe, pushing through the crowds. He took a breath, took a knee, and looked up to the five brave heroes. He smiled to Shinayne T’Sarrin and her beloved Lavress that she would not let go, to Saberrak Agrannar the gray, to Gwenneth Lazlette, and to Sir James Andellis. His face went serious as he looked to his king in the golden armor and crown. He tried his best to hold it.
“No one has ever fought for somethin’ more than you have Azenairk. I tell ye’ now, on Vundren’s blessed certainty, that me and mine would fight for ye’ and die for ye’ and yer friends against any army, anywhere ye’ say. Ye’ be blessed, King Thalanaxe o’ Kakisteele, and I will cross axes with anyone who dares speak otherwise.” Tannek stood, pounded his axe to his shield, and roared through his read braided beard over the masses.
“Hail Sir James of Chazzrynn and Lady Gwenneth!”
Hail!
“Hail Saberrak Agrannar and Queen Shinayne of Tintasarn!”
Hail!              
“Hail to the fallen soldiers, brave men and women that done fought and died for a new kingdom!”
Hail!
“And Hail to me king, the Holy Hammer o’ Vundren himself, King Azenairk Thalanaxe o’ Kakisteele!” Tannek raised his axe as thousands chanted their hails and honors toward them.
Hail, Hail, Hail!
Gwenneth bowed with grace, James saluted the thousands, Saberrak lowered his horns, and Shinayne bowed hand in hand with Lavress. They gazed across all their friends gathered here, for them. All but Zen. The dwarven priest, now the king of a place that he was told did not exist, looked to the doors to the mines. He waved his hand up slowly, toward the peaks, right above the golden doors. There, waving back to him from a white passing cloud, was his Thalanaxe family. His father, his brothers, him mum, and his papi all waved. No one else saw it, but Zen did. The cloud was a mountain to him, and he whispered up to those he loved and missed.
“We did it father, we did, and fought like hell we did.”
I know son, I told ye’ that ye’ was the best o’ me. I wish I could be there with ye’, to see what ye’ make of it. But, Vundren willing, I will watch over ye’ from time to time. 
“Aye, I would like that then. Give me love to Tad and Gead, and mum and papi for me.”
Aye, I will, they see ye’ and hear ye’ too.
“Tell Vundren that Mudren Sheldathain fought hard, gave his life for us and all.” Zen kept waving, staring at the fading clouds above the Kaki Mountains.
He knows son, and he said to tell ye’ he is very proud o’ ye, told me himself he did. Good bye, son, me little agrvund…
“Good bye father.”
Zen let his arm rest back down, the cloud passed by and the white light faded to the east, beyond the mountains. He saw his friends waving too, but they waved to the people. He felt Shinayne’s hand, then Gwenneth’s, then James and Saberrak leaned on his shoulders. He smiled, knowing they had not seen what he had, yet he embraced his new family as the unrivaled cheers continued in their honor. He wanted this closeness to never end, right here and now, as they were at this moment.
Zen whispered and prayed. “Long live Mooncrest, long live Tintasarn, and long live Kakisteele.Thank ye’ Vundren, for me friends, and all ye’ have given me.” A deep dwarven voice answered him, not his father, nor his brothers, nor Mudren Sheldathain. It was someone else.
You are most welcome, King Azenairk Thalanaxe, My certainty on that…
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Epilogue
Gillian, Shanador
 
A tear fell from my eye, then another, and then I wiped my sleeve across my face. It was hard to tell this story, even to my son, for in my life, victory and honor had been unfamiliar dreams.
“So did the Armondeen people leave them alone, dada?” Alessandeir yawned from his bed. His blue eyes were puffy, from tears of joy, sadness, and weariness. 
“No, I am afraid not, son. But that story is for another time. It is late, the moons are high in the sky, and little boys should be asleep by now.” I smiled to him as I pointed out his window.
“But what happened to Johnas and the spiders and the wolves and the dragons and all them?” 
“Agara was a dark place then, son. Harlaheim, Willborne, and Chazzrynn were held by King Johnas Valhera. King Phillip, King Valistor, and Queen Katrina had all made an alliance under him, and his webs grew even more. He set his eyes on Caberra and Kivanis, obsessed with ruling the continent. Shanador had protected the realms so long that they were stretched thin, and Altestan knew it as well. Dark times son, for everyone.” I recalled it all, as if it had happened yesterday.
“Not everyone, cuz they won and freed Mooncrest, right?”
“Very true, very true.”
“And they had hope, right?”
“Yes indeed. Hope came with the Red Wolves and Kalzarius in Harlaheim, as the forces of Johnas now had an enemy in the dark streets and cities at night. Hope also came from Vallakazz and Southwind Keep, as Alexei T’Vellon and Aelaine Lazlette had survived.”
“And the prince, Bryant, he survived too.”
“Yes. The greatest hope though, was that of Mooncrest. Word spread fast, across the kingdoms, then the whole continent, then the known world within a year. The mythical city of temples, the mines of legend, and the fabled elven kingdom all had been the things of history and dreams. Yet now, thousands of people from all over the world, noble and common alike, traveled to see the wondrous lands that had been reopened and freed, by but a few. The five companions became legendary, the city grew and flourished, and it was full of love and hope under the moons.” I began to drift, thinking of all I knew of Mooncrest, now, and back when it had been destroyed two thousand years ago or more.
“Did you meet them, the heroes of Mooncrest?” His blue eyes widened, fighting the sleep as questions rose in his curious mind.
“I did.”
“All of them?”
“Yes.”
“Did you help them win, were you there for the battle dada?” Alessandeir sat up in his bed now.
“No, that took place five or more years before you were born. Nearly a decade ago now.”
“What’s a decade?” Curly blonde hair all a mess, his eyes barely blinked, and he was deep in thought.
“Ten years, son.” I hugged Alessandeir, intent on him going to sleep, and I pulled his blankets up to his chin. “A decade is ten years.”
“So are you friends with Queen Shinayne?” My four year old boy, I had kept him so isolated here, the word friends seemed an odd word to come from his lips.
“Sort of, perhaps. We have met and we know of each other.” I smiled, recalling my first meeting with the beautiful elves of Tintasarn.
“So can I learn to fight like her, with all those swords and so fast like that? And like Lavress and Kendari?” My son smiled a bright grin as his dimples shown.
“I am not that fast, but I can teach you the sword. Sticks first, steel when you are older, son.” I flicked his nose with my finger and he giggled.
“Will I be strong and big like Saberrak Agrannar when I am all growed up and up?” 
“I hope so son, not quite that big, but you will be strong and devoted to honesty and courage, I have no doubt.” My mind began to wander, knowing in my youth I was not devoted to anything but power.
“Can I grow horns and get tattooes of them under my----“
“No. Absolutely not.”
“Awwww. Can I have a glowing blue hand like Sir James and throw lightning like Gwenne?” Alessandeir made a pouty face, a face that made me smile.
“I can teach you those things, some of them anyway, when you are older.” I thought of my wine cellar, the passage through it, and all that I had in secret, from thousands of years ago. “It is time to sleep son, under the blankets now.”
“Can I learn magic, like you and Gwenneth Lazlette do, dada?” Alessandeir grunted and sighed as he began to fall asleep.
“Yes son, in time. I will teac---.” I closed my eyes and prayed that he would not make my mistakes.
“No, I want to learn from Gwenneth, can I dada?” He rubbed his eyes and looked to mine.
“We shall see, son. Perhaps.”
“Dada, I think I want to be like Zen the most.” He yawned again.
“Why?” My eyebrows raised, curious as to his young rationale.
“He is the king, his God is always with him, and he does not kiss girls like James does. If I can’t have horns, I want a beard then, like king Zen.” He rubbed his chin, raised it up, and crossed his arms. “King Alessandeir Azarris, son of Sodom.”
“Ha!” I laughed until my eyes watered, thinking of my boy with a full beard. “But you are not a dwarf.”
“So? His God lets him see his dead family, so then I can see mom, right?” His eyes bore holes through me, a serious question that I was not ready for.
I paused, I had no response, my eyes watered a bit. “Son, she is up there, just look to the sky, and close your eyes.”
“I know dada.”
“Allright then, it is time---“
“Dada?”
“Yes, son.” I sighed, even I was tiring now.
“If you were not at the battle, how did you see all these things and know these stories?” He cuddled into his blankets, half his head covered as he lay on his side, head on the pillow. His right eye looked at me, while the other was hidden with wool.
Another question I was not ready for, this one I could not answer honestly, either. My son was four, too young to hear of the things that were now flashing in my mind. Two millennia of damnation and servitude had left many a scar, some on my flesh, and some much deeper. I saw his eye drift shut, then mine followed as I sat next to his bed, and the world faded away…
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The flames were black and red as far as my eyes could see, the smoke that rose was death incarnate, and the black pits in the crimson stone swirled with screams from souls that endured torment like no other could imagine. It was Infiernum, the lowest pit of Hell, and in the valley of the throne of the fistborn son, Shukuru roared with a might that shook all the six Hells above his seat of power.
His throne, it was made of blackened feathers, golden skulls, and rising high into the black sky with inverted mountains. The mountains dripped blood like rain, for tens of thousands hung in eternal damnation, from chains of green steel that burned them constantly in the horrid afterlife. Shukuru spread his bat like wings from his towering twenty feet in height, and at his whim, souls perished to nothingness.
I remember when it happened. Not the day or the year, for those things did not exist there. But, I recall that moment, and I will as long as I live. I was hiding, like so many others, as the Lord of Hell was never pleasant when angry. Yet, in my cavern in the mountains, I had learned to use my infernal magicks to a degree. My blood had dripped into a small fissure, from wounds of self inflicted nature, and I could see in the reflection of my crimson stain until it dried. I had been watching the world, from afar, hoping one day to see it again in the flesh. I was careful, only being caught and flogged on a few occasions, yet I had seen Agara once more, and it was worth the pain. Demons flew past by the thousands, still I stared into the view of the mortal world.
How many centuries I had been here, I did not know. I was cursed, damned to service. I had run messages, traveled the infernal realms on foot, an errand boy for two thousand years as decreed by God, Yjaros, for my transgressions. Ten centuries in Mictalan, the dead lands, in service to Mowg for my forbidden love of someone that was no more and for hiding her away from Him. Ten centuries more they had also told me, for my assault on holy servants of God, for destroying his temple, and for using arcane powers to defy Gimmorain judgement. 
I remember how insanely I laughed, how I had ripped black lightning strikes through Arabashiel and two of her Gimmorian brothers, and how they had feared me. God had not shared my humor, and turned me over to the Nochtilians after my judgement was final. That was long ago, when Sodom of the Ember Tower, Sodom the Archmage of Kivanis, and Sodom the Warlock of Night, were all titles and names that mortals feared, and even many immortals. Now, I was nothing, gone from the world, a world that had forgotten me and my age.
“Sodom!” Shukuru roared from his flames on the throne, something had happened, many passing demons whispered and kept their distance up in the chasms of the mountains of the damned.
In a flash of black smoke, I was before him, and I knelt. I had to, the ten trident brands burned on my forearm, forcing me down in pain. One brand for each century of service to Shukuru, the ten skulls on my other arm were for Mowg in the deadlands, centuries I had already fulfilled.
“Hail, firstborn son of God, mighty Shukuru, ruler of---“
“Silence!” His voice was so strong when he yelled that some of my flesh ripped from by bones and blew away into the netherworld. It regrew, slowly, painfully, but the pain was agonizing beyond words. His dark marbled flesh and piercing eyes looked past me, his chiseled face grimaced, and his trident slammed to the ground as chunks of rock fell from the air.
“Rise, brother, and tell me what has caused this.” Shukuru pointed past me, behind me, so I turned my head to look.
There, in a contorting pile of black flames, was a squirming form. I saw wings, Nochtilian wings, and a clawed hand trying to grow out of the sludge. One of his children, Kashtamias the knight of Hell, had been slain and sent back to Infiernum. I tried not to smile, but inside my deepest concealed thoughts, I felt a small measure of joy. For I had seen it, viewing the world in secret with powers I was forbidden from using, and I knew who it was that had defeated him.
“My Lord and elder, your son was slain by a sacred blade of Alden, by a cursed elf on the mortal world.” Cancuru knelt behind me.
The second born son of God, ruler of the endless lake of insanity, Lake Holavis, was nearly as tall as Shukuru. His body was white, covered in black bones of armor, and his eyes were as swirling flames. One look, one stare, would cause nightmares that could last mortal lifetimes from his eyes, even unto other immortals. I looked to his chest, to the triangle of flames that burned there, and did not meet his eyes. I had once, long ago, and once had been enough.
“Who is this elf?” Shukuru paced now, back and forth, walking with his green steel flaming trident, watching Kashtamias struggle and reform on the burned rock floor. It would take decades, I had seen it before.
“Kendari, a cursed of Seirena, the Nadderi curse, brother---“
“And cursed by you, your whore Nareene, he is one of hers. And somehow, he has slain my son. Interesting.” Shukuru grew queit and still, which was worse than his anger.
“Brother, I had nothing to do with this, you must know that.” Cancuru stood, trembling, but he faced his brother with resolve.
“No, but I sense you have more to tell me. More has happened. Would you elaborate what your whores have seen on the mortal world?” The Lord of Hell looked to Cancuru, red holes burned from his gaze, melting pinpoints through immortal flesh.
“Our Gimmorian sister, Arabashiel, has been slain as well. And, the Kingdom of the Crescent Moon is free from the curse and the judgement of God, our father.”
“Who, dare I ask, is responsible for such blasphemies?”
“A dwarven priest, a mortal, yet a mighty worshipper of Vundren.” Cancuru stepped back from the stare and his burning flesh began to heal. “There is more.”
“Do tell, little brother.”
I sat still, kneeling between the Nochtilian immortal brothers, listening to what I already knew.
“Annar has returned to Castle Gihrasa, he has been freed from his imprisonment.” 
“I expect he enjoyed the view of his heaven, the one you and I burned to ashes?” Shukuru laughed, and the flames for miles around roared into the black airs of hell.
“He was most angry, yet his power, as per the curse of God, has passed to another. A minotaur named Saberrak, who was also seen in the Kingdom of the Crescent Moon. That is not all, brother.” Cancuru stepped back again, feeling the anger in each breath from his elder.
“Let me venture a guess. Haddius?” Shukuru flapped his wings, the dust burned my skin, but I remained silent and on a knee.
“Yes, brother. He was released. An elven woman of Siril, and a man blessed by Seirena yet who prays to Alden, the minotaur, the dwarven priest, and a woman that practices the arcane of the white moon, they were all there. It seems---“
“It would be obvious to a blind man!” Shukuru roared and Cancuru fell back and smoldered until he knelt. “The Caricians have sent their mortals, chose them and aligned them in secret, and have declared open war upon us, brother!”
“I am not certain if that is---“
“I am! Siril sent his elven woman, Seirena sent her blessed knight and a cursed elf upon us, Annar passed his power, and Vundren took action against Gimmor. They released the city, two Caricians, killed my son, and destroyed Arabashiel! And you are not sure?! It has begun, brother, and they have struck the first blows! And you watch and wonder in your insanity above the abyssal lake! Your priestesses are to watch, to take souls to kill and watch more, as we cannot enter the mortal world! They see to prevent these very things! You have failed us, and failed our father! Now, we must fight, brother!” Shukuru roared his decrees, thousands screamed as the winds of his voice melted them from the hanging green chains above.
“There is more. A woman, a knight we could not see with immortal eyes, she was seen at the---“
“The Soujan Temple? The Knights Soujan have risen as well, brother? And what have you done?” Shukuru whispered, cracks in the rocks followed his words, small chasms of anger crossed the very ground and demons crawled out of them.
“They still have but six of the seven, and they will never find Solumet. The Carician thrones will never be filled, brother.” Cancuru paced, glanced at me, and I glanced away. “We have all eleven of our Nochtilians. In a few decades, Arabashiel will reform, and the Gimmorian council will have the full twenty six. They cannot do anything without Solumet, the firstborn Carician.”
“No, our father has him hidden away, far away. But, our mother Seirena is working with Megos, and the Caricians now have hope, and their unseen guardians as well.” Shukuru paced.
“We could rise up, take the Primalus Defectus, burn it to ash, and make war on the mortal world, brother.” Cancuru smiled.
“And who would take the throne on Gimmor, God’s throne, our father’s throne? Who would have the power to sit and decree it? Only Yjaros has that power, or perhaps his three betraying children. Yet Megos nor Seirena would side with us and allow it to be undone, and She that has no name is gone from this world. So, we cannot. And God is gone, our father wanders the dimensions alone and has left us to maintain the balance of the realms and the judgements he passed.” Shukuru was in deep focus and thought, now glancing at me from time to time.
“So a mortal war again? Send in all of Altestan, His chosen people, the ones we hold sway over in His absence? And we watch from here, never to leave, only to watch and sit? This is forever, where once we sat on the green moon, dined and spoke to our Gimmorian brothers and sisters, and enjoyed immortality. I cannot spend another ten thousand years down here, Shukuru, I have gone insane from the first ten millennia. Soon, I will not be me anymore, and I will meld with the abyss. I have seen it in my future.”
“Sodom, how may centuries do you have left in my service?” Shukuru looked down at me.
“None, your magnificence. This is my last trident, I near the last of my purgatory. Hail Shukuru, firstborn son of God.” I spoke as I had to, hearing of hopes that wanted me to smile, but I did not.
“Why him, brother?” Cancuru looked down at me, I felt it.
“Because he is powerful, he destroyed all of our temples on those mountains once, he knows the way, and I tire of his presence. If we send our own, it allows the Caricians to do the same, and we do not know what forces Alden has in his white heavens. Our little wingless brother has been quiet up there, for too long. We send Sodom to destroy the city of temples, unseen, with this.” Shukuru opened his hand and a green stone and steel ring floated to my finger.
“Gimmorian stone, so the Caricians will not see him and he can travel the stone portals, but what of the Soujan?”
“He has the sword of Mowg, his arcane powers are of a time that this world does not even compare to, and his release hangs on success.” Shukuru smiled and looked at me again with his red glare. “Sodom, you will destroy the city of Mooncrest, kill the ones that opened it, and then come back to me to be released. Should you fail or refuse, I will add another thousand years to your purgatory, in Lake Holavis, with Cancuru where your mind and spirit will twist to nothing and be forgotten. Do you accept?”
“Yes master. Hail Shukuru, firstborn son of God and lord of hell.” I answered quickly, knowing that freedom from here, after two thousand years, was worth anything and everything.
“You see, brother, it is that easy. In any regard, send word to the priests in Altestan, whisper to them to tell their three emperors of all that has occurred. They will finish what is left on Agara in years to come.” Shukuru flew up to his throne, picked a hanging woman from the chains above, and began to eat her alive. He smiled as he chewed, the screams and pouring blood filled the air around him.
“Yes, brother. It shall be done.” Cancuru vanished in a puff of horrid black smoke from behind me.
“What are you waiting for, Sodom? Start walking. I will be watching you very closely.” Shukuru swallowed the head of the woman, her eyes stared in horror at me, yet I turned and started my steps. Then I stopped.
“Hail Shukuru, firstborn son of God.” I knelt fast, then continued as he took another victim from the thousands chained, and began his feast that would last for years.
Through Infiernum I walked, knowing it would take months to wind my way through, many months for each of all seven hells. Then from there I would take the boats of bone across the lake, through the Abyss. I knew Mictalan was right after, the lands of the dead and the lost, and I knew how to get out to the mortal world. My heart raced, my steps were quick, and all my memories flooded back to me. My powers, my blade was across my back, and I would see the fresh air of the mortal world once more. Still, I could not remember her name, the woman I loved, the sister of Seirena and Megos. I saw her face in my mind, with every step…
LCMVXILCMVXILCMVXILCMVXIL
“Lord Sodom? Lord Sodom, wake up Lord Azarris.”
I spun fast, hand raised and glowing with green flames, and I blinked. I felt the fire in my eyes, the red flames of dark protections, it was instinct, as I still thought I was there. It was Ranny the housemaid, she gasped, and stopped touching my shoulder. I had fallen asleep in my son’s room again. My neck ached, from the position on the floor resting between his bed and the wall. 
“Sorry, so sorry Ranny. Just a bad dream was all.” I stood quietly, trying not to wake Alessandeir,  half his face still covered with the wool blanket. I rubbed my cheek, dismissing the arcane flames right before, and pulled a snag out of my long brown and gray waves as they were tangled inside my robes.
“It is late, my lord, good night.” Ranny put her hand over her heart, looked to my son, and then to me as she backed away.
I had frightened her, I knew it, and her maternal instincts took over inside of her. She likely thought me wicked, with the small spells she had noticed over the last few years, and the one time I caught her in the wine cellar. I sighed.
“Good night, Ranny. I will see you in the morning then.”
“My lord, I must go into Gillian tomorrow, harvest time and all. Perhaps I will see you later in the day. Good night.” Ranny walked away, her hand trembling.
“Damn it.” I whispered to myself. I hoped she would not mention anything to anyone at the church, and I hope I had not been talking in my sleep, escpecially with that vivid dream. I kissed Alessandeir on the forehead. “Good night son, I love you.”
I walked past the halls, down the curving stairs, and looked at the hand and a half blade over the mantle. I kept walking. Down the stairs to the wine cellar, carefully, the wine cellar I did not use at all, for I did not drink. I did not want to start drinking wine or spirits, and did not want my senses dulled, ever. The handle opened with a small squeak, then I closed it. 
Snap!
My fingers alerted the candles to light, and orange false flames shone from all around. I slid one rack of long spoiled bottles aside, and pushed the hidden door open. It was dark, black dark, untouchable dark and cold down here.
“Viashe.” I whispered, and lights of blue and gold came alive all around me. They brought to life my tomes and books, both of old arcane and ancient history. Some were even religious, even blasphemous in many countries. The lights showed staves and wands, old tapestries, some of mine and some of the real Azarris lineage that I supposedly was the heir to.
Then there were the rings, one green stone, and one white stone, both on a small pedestal. I kept them here, knowing no one could see me in my hidden exile through any means. I had never returned to hell, never destroyed the city, but I did go there as ordered. I smiled, recalling when I first set foot into Mooncrest and saw the---
Creak
I looked up, having just sat in my chair, alone in my hidden sanctuary. I did not turn, I knew who it was behind me.
“Son, you were supposed to be sleeping.” I whispered as little footsteps dragging a wool blanket neared me. I picked up my boy, and sat him in my lap, letting him rest to a side in my arms.
“Dada, what is umm, this place and all umm this stuff?” He mumbled, still half asleep.
“My secret study. Now, it is yours and mine, for you know of it.” I rocked him back to sleep, deciding that would be better than moving him should I care to not wake his mind further.
“Who is that?” He pointed to a statue, a stone bust of a woman’s face. I had been working on it for years, trying to remember. “That does not look like mom.” 
“No son, it is not. That is one of the Goddesses, but I cannot remember her name. It was long before I met your mother, long, long before.” I tossed a cloth over it, over the woman that I had been damned for loving, and her for loving me. One that I would never again know the name of, but maybe I would find it, someday.
“She is beautiful, can we meet her?”
“I do not know, son. Perhaps, if I can find her.”
“Tell me more about Mooncrest, and Gwenne, dada.”
“Tomorrow son, I promise, tomorrow.” I carried my son back upstairs. “I will tell you everything I know of Gwenneth Lazlette, the Staff of Imoch, and the Tower of Carrados and…”
He was asleep again, in his room, under the moons. I slept next to him, guarding him carefully in the night, and watching his every little breath. He was my reason to live, to carry on in a mortal life, and he was my most valued treasure. All that had been good, pure, and of value in me, was now in my son. I told him stories, true tales of the Gods above and their heroes here on the ground. I had no history of honor, of chivalry, or of selfless sacrifice to pass on to him. Those experiences never graced me, in all my years. But, I knew of others, far away that I had met, and I hoped he would learn from them, as I had. The hardest and most humbling thing for me to admit as a father, was that I hoped my son would not turn out to be like me.
“Good night son, sweet dreams.” I whispered as my eyes teared, just a bit.
“Good night dada, I love you.” His little hand curled in mine, and I felt again the reason to live.“Thank you for all the stories.”
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