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  The Exodus Sagas


  I


  Of Spiders And Falcons


   


  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 my br other, Jeremy


  For brotherhood that endures the long distances, troubled times, and the comings and goings of life. Thank you for understanding, for friendship, the laughs, and fantastic adventures through our childhood together.
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  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. Deep in the southern realm of Agara, in the kingdom of Chazzrynn where the wastelands remain from the flood, there is a small hope. A gift will be given, one without conceivable value, for the salvation of the world.


  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 spiders and swords, scrolls and falcons, 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


  South of Gillian, Shanador


  I sat outside my small farmstead, same as every morning for more than three years now. Counting the days, they had not previously mattered, but did since I had arrived to this life. The fading green moon, Gimmor, receded in the dark western sky of early morning, as did the crescent white moon, Carice, further south. Twilight dew dampened my open robes, yet I tried not to notice as my anticipation of the suns’ first orange light holds me, then fires into the dawn sky awakening my lands from the small castle to the grazing fields. Brilliant, fire-orange and rich light peers over the west, warming in less than a moment, and the symphony of noises that follows puts me at peace. Birds, owls, farmhands, and within moments and minutes, the rest of the world creates noise that reminds me that I am alive and not alone.


  I arise from my spot on the green, wet grasses, content with the moment, and quietly walk into my home to get my sleeping son from the crib. The black robes with blue arcane designs I wear drag in the wet foliage behind me, and these leather sandals are moist under my feet. Vague and foggy recollections of the nightmares of last night’s sleep still cling like mud in my mind, dripping off as the morning moments warm my conscious with every breath and step I take. Some were mere dreams, yet some were more than that, I know full well. Some are memories of my past life. I fake a yawn, thinking that might help distract them out of my waking head, and wipe the crumbs of sleep from my eyes.


  Dark blue skies give passage to lighter blue, the light blue that matches my sons’ eyes as he is plucked from his bed by his anxious father. He is quiet, still, possessing unspoken understanding with but a glance. Every day since he was born almost six months ago we have this bond and this routine. Watching the sun rise together while my wife sleeps in for another hour or so, that is our daily time. This is special time just for us when the rest of the world does not exist quite yet. I thought of how I do not deserve this life, this woman, this child, and try to have gratitude. That is a hard notion for me, for all I have suffered for untold centuries.


  My son reaches for my long hair, streaked gray now, and going straighter in these few years from its previous curls and youthful waves. Youth, age, how old am I actually? The thought went through my mind like a fleeting joke. I know the age of my son, but perhaps only the powers that be, know my age since myself and all those that I have known before have been forgotten, hopefully. In fact, I know no one save a few enemies and foul creatures from afar that could even still be alive this long. Humans did not live this long, or get second chances such as me. Few dragons or elves could recall the ages I have lived through, yet not a part of since I have not been here for the changing times of civilization. Even my wife does not know these things, although I tried to explain it to her, but decided better not to scare her with my past.


  Looking down, my slate blue eyes meeting the gaze of my sons’ bright blues, I entertain the thought that my infant son might know. “Perhaps you know all about me then, do you not, my son?” I said in playful tones meant for children. My baby smiled and gurgled some inaccurate words hoping for more conversation from his father. And I gifted him with such for many hours of many days, every morning. One thing that I am good at, and brings me the most trouble, is talking. My words had saved me and damned me over and over, from high priests of forgotten Gods, to kings, and mighty archmages, I seem to have a gift. Unfortunately, it was just an untamed and misused one back then.


  My boy, Alessandeir, yawned, my embrace and warmth had made him too comfortable yet again. I, from ages past, sat down, overlooking the hills and low mountains to the north of my lands once more. Son in arms, I try and think of my home, this new family, try to count my blessings in peace and serenity. It is difficult to forget the past, even sitting on a lush, warm country manor outside the city of Gillian in early summer. It is warm and clear in southern Shanador this time of year, and little stirs here so far from any major city or war. Safety and solitude, all my needs met, and yet I can not feel whole from it, not at all.


  The breeze caught my mind wandering to darker times, and I can sense my wife awakening, can hear her move even one hundred feet away. Strange that she inspires uneasy tension in my mind when she is not near. Answers, I need answers to what is truly happening around me, or perhaps what will happen. Some pray, as my wife does, for guidance upon awakening. I will not. Who would listen? Megos, Saint Tarumin, Annar, Seirena, Siril, Alden, or a host of other powers that had seen my name as a foul curse on the lips of children? That was a bit extreme I thought, even for my own self-pity. Yet it is true. There is little left in this world for an old cursed wizard, except for what I had now just recently begun. Hopes to protect it, in hiding, and have something to fight for, dwell still in my chest. There is little peace to be known for men such as me, and I know no one like myself to share this loneliness with. Most like me, find their peace under the earth.


  I smile at the thought of death, and of how many times I cheated it and defied it. Visions of devil women, warrior demon lords flogging me, and snarling dragons of hell march through my memory with fire and pain for a few moments, yet I do not fear them anymore. I am free. Now, time is catching up, and I feel much undone and less time to do it in. I do not know how to enjoy life, but have to try. My hopes lie with the little one in my arms, in redemption. I will not let my son make the same mistakes I made as a young man. My guilt subsided, and I choke the depression back with another smile. Even with the smile, I watch my back and peer around to see if anyone, or anything, is watching me. I feel it, what it may be I have no idea, but it cannot be good.


  “Time to see your mother my son, perhaps we will all take a nap together, and after that I will tell you more of my stories.” I whispered. Some stories, and my new family, that is all I have left in this world. I only wish my stories were a bit more cheerful. I cannot share much of mine own for fear of frightening them, but I have others I have seen and watched for centuries, perhaps those instead would befit my sons’ ears.


  Alessandeir whined out a small cry, hungry most likely. “Ahh, you are awake now, are you? You missed the sunrise again, but we have sunset as well, do not worry.” The baby smiled, enjoying my words, wanting more, though he had no idea what I meant, nor would recall the conversation later.


  “Sodom? Sodom Azarris, my love, bring our son back in here please. It is still too cold this early.”


  Her voice from afar warmed my chest, soft and caring, even in the early morning after sleep. I turned to step toward the doors, and Alessandeir began to cry again. Not for lack of care for his mother, but for the attention and words I gave him in the morning. “Very well, I see you are stubborn like me. Would you care to hear another story? Short one though, I do not wish to upset your mother. Although mild disobedience is to be expected.”


  The child smiled, relishing all the words and facial expressions of his father. Those moments, like this one, are what keep me alive and wanting to carry on. I always tell true stories I know of to my son, for it is easier than creating one. “Yes my love, just a little longer, our son wishes to hear another story.”


  I, a once mighty mage of old, sit in the grass overlooking the dawn from my spot on the hilltop, third time up and down so far this morning. “Let us see here, little one…” I rocked my son back and forth, keeping my hair away from tugging fingers as best I could. “Almost thirty years ago, while I was in….elsewhere let us say, there was a great push for reclamation in a cold kingdom to the south of us. Many men urged their great king to war, and there was an order of brave knights who fought against the ogre tribes that dwelt there.” Unblinking, the child stared at me, hearing the words flow from my lips and chest like it was yesterday’s tale.


  “This kingdom, Chazzrynn, had already lost two princes out of three in wars previous, so the king was hesitant to send his own best soldiers or himself with but a young heir remaining. To help the brave knights of Southwind Keep, the elite cavalry of the western borders, the king only sent his reserve army knowing victory was certain in any regard. The men who staggered onto the field of battle were weary from the long journey and armed with second-rate weapons. Of their number in Southwind there was one knight that I should tell you about my boy, for his story is much like my own. The orphan James Andellis was not the bravest, boldest, nor the most skilled knight with a blade. But one with a gift and a certain disregard for death...and the people he would meet seemed to have that same disregard. There are so many my son, but we will start with James. He would meet a God, a minotaur, and an elven…”


  “Ddda da deh du?” Alessandeir wished to speak like me, had been practicing dada for some time now.


  “Yes of course I am your dada, very good son, very good. Shall I continue?”


  I looked into my boys’ eyes, followed his lips into a curling smile of anticipation, and waited until his voyage into words was content for now.


  “Where was I? Yes, James Andellis and the battle of Arouland, you are correct. A young rider for Southwind Keep, and the right hand of Lord Arlinne T’Vellon…”


  



   


  Introduction


  James I:I


  Arouland Ruins, 331 AD


  “Should you see a lone wolf beside your enemy, know that your enemy lives without fear that day.”-Old Tehthese proverb from the teachings of spiritual warfare, Northern Altestan, 2150 BC


   


  He watched the rising sun from the hilltop, his breath casting a foggy cloud over the landscape. James felt the slow chill in the early spring morning, yet his anticipation could hardly be contained and the minutes seemed like hours. He had polished his blade, checked the grip of his round steel shield, and polished his breastplate and helmet to a silver shine. He even cared for the black falcon emblem, full of rough scars on his shield, the falcon of Chazzrynn. Orange beams cast into the fog that wrapped around the ruins for as far as he could see to the west. The young man, barely twenty-three seasons, felt fear mixed with his eagerness, hearing the rest stir behind him. A thousand men here, assembled to regain control of the Western Waste which was formerly the district of Teirinshire and the city of Arouland belonging to the kingdom of Chazzrynn over four hundred years prior. It was lost they say, in a great war with the Northern kingdom of Altestan. Then there came the great deluge from Saint Tarumin, and then the ogre.


  The ogre came by the hundreds from the untraveled Misathi Mountains to the far north, tribes and legions of them. In those times there was only a weakened and divided kingdom incapable of keeping them out of the ruined west. James thought of the ogre he had seen in his training, nearly ten feet tall, thin, muscled, glaring dark eyes, and dark yellow, blotted skin. Vicious creatures they had been, though he had only seen them in numbers of up to four, usually scavenging for livestock or terrorizing small villages. They reeked of uncleanliness from the rancid pelts they wore to their braided, dirty black hair. The ogre possessed mouthfuls of yellow and brown teeth and the strength of two men for sure. The young knight had battled a few, and recalled the brutal combat with a seriousness that pulled his head out of the clouds and fog for a moment. The visions in his mind filled with glory and battle and leading men of his own one day against the ogre hordes that polluted the kingdom he served. His dreams had all led to this day, the reclamation of half of the kingdom with his hundreds of brothers of Southwind and a thousand of Chazzrynn infantry from the capital in Loucas. It had taken years of strategizing, petitioning, organizing, and scouting that claimed the life of many a brave soul from the Keep in Southwind. His home, the mighty western border watchers, the elite trained of the kingdom were all orphans. A family of those left on doorsteps and foyers in the south, that is the way it is in troubled times and has been for centuries. The families of Southwind Keep were all given away at some point in their lineage, stayed together, trained together, and none knew neither heritage nor birth name but were raised as knights or soldiers to protect their kingdom. All orphans were bestowed with a surname of one of the seven families in a ceremony that occurred at the age of fifteen. Service and more service that is all they knew, James Andellis and his siblings.


  The Lord of the keep, a tall, dark bearded man of great renown in all of Chazzrynn, Arlinne T’Vellon stood next to James, also admiring the sunrise. His family, the T’Vellons of Southwind Keep, were held in great regard and admired by all for their leadership and devotion to king and country. James’ family of Andellis was likewise devoted to God Alden and the church.


  James felt safe next to such a man at that moment, and all his fears cast away. “Good morn my Lord Arlinne.”, the young knight gave a slight bow and then straightened up a bit. “Sleep well?”


  “James of Andellis, I slept like a baby with dreams of victory and an enemy fleeing us before my very eyes. Twill be a good day for the kingdom. Get your horse young man, the regular army stirs and needs our constant pressure to get moving and keep up with Southwind Keep.” At that Lord Arlinne turned with a solid pat on James’ shoulder guard and began raising the men from their tents.


  James had been on several excursions with Arlinne T’Vellon and had fought alongside him against the ogre outside of the trade city of Hurne. His confidence was no façade, and the young knight saw his blade run through two of the four ogre that day, while it took five knights to take the other two. James looked at his crisp, long, white tabard with the red feathered cross of Alden on the chest. The youth said a silent prayer to the God of forgiveness and mercy and asked for blessings for all the men to fight well. He quickly hid his right hand under his tunic as it glowed a faint blue when he prayed. That secret few knew, as he had not studied old rites or hymns, or prayers at the temple; and his gift, little as it was, would draw suspicions from other families and perhaps the church. James had healed many a bad scratch with his touch, but nothing serious like the Aldane priests could do with prayer and effort. The fledgling warrior often wondered if it came from his mother or his father, neither of which he would ever know. He was one of the orphans, not born of the orphans of the keep, no, he was left on the road they told him, half mile from the gate, yet an infant. The Andellis family had room, and he was taken in by Sir Baril Andellis, trained for many years, and here today with the other six families of the keep preparing for a day centuries in the making, and centuries overdue.


  The men of Chazzrynn lined up, Knights of Southwind on horse in the front line, regular infantry sent by King Mikhail in the rear. His brothers of Andellis, T’Vellon, Alvander, Dunmoor, Mederris, Sancadiun, and Pellanan were all poised and focused on Lord Arlinne, and none made noise or even breathed it seemed. The pride swelled in James’ throat like something was stuck, immovable, and tears formed in his blue eyes. He made no motion to clear them, knowing full well no one was paying him mind. Arlinne spoke, “My sons and brothers, kinsman and countrymen, this morning, in Alden’s name, we will reclaim what was once ours!” pointing his drawn blade of gold and steel etched with falcon designs and a griffon crosspiece directly at the view of Arouland two miles ahead. Cheers went up, the noise felt like lightning and drums though there were none, James’ helmet drowned out anything but the sounds of determined yells and glorious howls of southern men. James drew his blade, the first of the line, and raised it high, shouting till the veins felt they would burst from his neck, and pointed it as well toward the capital of old Teirinshire. His gesture was followed by two hundred more on their steeds, whinnying of horses, and then shouts from the infantry behind. If the almighty Alden was watching and listening, surely his angels would feel envy for the cacophony roaring now, James thought as he turned his eyes upward. “Give no ogre quarter or mercy. They are beasts that have squatted and looted for far too long, and today we will ride them to the north or bury them in the west. Today we take back our lands from the wretched for king and Chazzrynn!” More cheering and yowls, clamoring of shields to all new deafening heights, and following the lords lead, they rode west down the hills toward victory.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Another rider went down to his left side, screeching pain of the steed and a muffled and watery growl from the knight as a spear as long as the horse itself penetrated the man’s chest. The ripping of muscle and ribcage could be heard for an instant and seen protruding red from his brother’s back a blink later as he dragged his mount tumbling to the earth. More spears, barbed and accurate, whistled through the crisp morning air and took down dozens of knights well before the outer walls of Arouland. James saw more than the hundred or so ogre he expected, there were twice that in view already. Many had armor pieced together, some wore shields, and they seemed a bit too organized for what he had been told. Still charging ahead, as the wind seemed to drive the animals without effort, he thought to slow and regroup. There was no trimming the charge; noises of trampling, yells, screams, and ogre tongued curses drowned any possible relay of conversation at this speed. The youth raised his shield arm higher, just in time for a spear hurled at his left side, the tip screeching past with a spark. Then another missed his horse by inches, and the shrill scream of pain echoed in his helm from whoever was behind him. James Andellis kept the charge, noticing a wolf emerge from the ruins, alone, and then followed by another score of ogre. The animal scampered off to the west, staying clear of the deafening noises of charging cavalry. The young man felt fear, real fear, yet kept the advance of the front line.


  Something jolted and without warning James rolled on the ground nearly crushed by his own spasming steed. He could not breath, there was nothing able to force the air into his chest it seemed, and he lay gazing at the pond of shimmering purple blood pooling under his stallion. His horse still twitching and spreading the blood into brighter red in the overgrown grass, the youth reached for his dented and useless helm. Whoosh. The shadow of an axe passed overhead. Then there was a crack of steel on steel as the axehead of the ogre dove into the helmet, embedding it into the ground. James heard more trampling, battle and screams grew louder, the ogre advancing; the thought of moving quickly dominated his mind. The knight rolled to his right with his shield up in time for the second blow, his arms ached with shooting sparks of pain. Rolling again, hearing clearer the sounds of war, breath plunged into his hot lungs making his eyes water, and he came to his feet, broadsword in hand. The ogre towered over him, nearly eleven feet tall, a bloody axe adorned with tufts of red hair and pink flesh raised overhead. James ducked and closed with quick steps. With a side stroke of his blade and another step to the left, he opened the beasts’ abdomen wide. The ogre’s howl was cut short when it bent to cover the wound; his head was released with a downward chop of the knight’s weapon, barely feeling the resistance of bone. James looked at the fallen axe, not wanting his dark hair on the end of it, and kicked it away from his fallen foe. The head rolled to the ground followed by the slumping body, its face grinning in a close-eyed smile that unnerved the knight. A river of foul black blood soaked James’ boots. Suddenly the juvenile warrior came to, unfocused from the grim visage at his feet, he heard the sound of his Lord rallying the men toward him. Arlinne was backed against an old church foundation. His men were falling quick to ogre swords and spears, at least eight James saw, many more at their feet dead.


  The youthful knight marched forward in careful, quick, and planned steps, his shield guarding his advance from left to right. His sword arm was cutting many from beside his protection, never stopping the forward momentum. He knew he could not let himself get hit or slowed by standing off with the ogre, he had to keep moving and reach Arlinne. He cut low on a brute that charged him, taking off the leg below the knee. His shield rang again from a spear tip from another foe and he plunged the blade up into the creature’s throat, still forwarding. Yet again an ogre sword whisked his dark hairline and he went low to the ground cutting twice into the thigh of his adversary. Then once across the back to make sure he was not pursued. The blood that splattered his face tasted of rust and spoiled meat, and the ogre fell to meet death. James lunged forward at the opponent in front of Arlinne, thrusting his sword through the back and out the chest with two quick motions, each doing their work, then kicking the beast over, making room to stand with his Lord.


  The veteran lord looked weary and was favoring his left side in step and shield. James quickly took position to his left, knowing to protect his superior’s weakness. As he did he noticed that the hand of his lord had been run through from a spear that penetrated his shield, leaving the appendage hanging useless and bloody. There was chaos throughout the front line of the army, all in disarray, receiving blow after horrible blow from the ogre. The view from his vantage did not look like anything remotely close to victory. James reached his hand out to his lord and elder, forgetting for a moment the hopeless scene, touching the injury and concentrating with a whispered prayer to Alden for sacrifice of whatever he needed to help the men. Arlinne flinched and glared at James, confused as the wound stopped its release of precious blood, fingers twitching yet still useless. The young knight met his gaze, smiled and picked his stabbed blade from the earth and motioned to move into the inner ruins. Both men knew staying here in this position was a deathwish, so they advanced into the ancient lost city.


  The two men turned round the wall rapidly, not noticing the decayed city swarming with the enemy, and were met by four ogre warriors, two of them carrying decapitated heads as trophies gnarled up in their fists by the hair. James moved in straight forward then short stepped to the left and cut deeply across one beasts’ flank. Arlinne followed the youth, plunging his noble sword into the chest of the same ogre and spinning around to face the next enemy who dropped the remains he was holding so proudly. James squared off now, there was nowhere to move, and he found himself toe to toe with the tallest ogre he had seen yet. The creature put both hands on a club the size of a small oak and swung over head with a roaring scream. The shield held true and James countered with an attack to the ogre’s arm, missing by inches. The ogre did not flinch or pause, his eyes of deep green and black fixed on the human’s shield and he let out another blow, this time cracking the metal shield in two.


  Arlinne feigned to his left then spun again. He drove his steel forward into his adversary’s stomach, driving the sword hilt deep through the body of his enraged foe. Surprised, the beast roared and raised his great serrated blade over head, chopping down with a dying howl. Arlinne raised his shield, but the muscles twitched in pain, slowing the motion, and the blade cut clean through below the shoulder. For a slow moment, the old lord did not feel anything and ripped his sword out of the beast, plunging it again into and out of the chest. He then looked down at his arm and shield that lay on the ground, feeling the warmth and moisture down his left side. His foe dropped, then the pain came as he hit his knees, feeling for what he knew was no longer there, dropping his sword and opening his mouth for help. “James, you need...” Arlinne’s eyes closed and he fell to the cold ground.


  The young knight pulled his blade from the dying ogre’s neck with the sound of steel scraping collarbone as the blade jerked free from the ogre that broke his shield. Sadness swept over him mightier than any assault could ever have. There lay his Lord in a crimson puddle of his own life, unmoving. James reached down in an attempt to heal the wound, knowing in his head and heart it was too grievous for his mere gift. He tried to pray to Alden for mercy, his hand glowed a soft blue-white and trembled. Tears flowed onto his dirty, blood smattered face. The touch did nothing for it was too late. The fourth ogre, James thought as he dove for his sword from his knees. This day was supposed to be different. A sudden pain paralyzed him, a sharp pain in the neck from the end of a handle or pommel and all spun into darkness. Dimly he was aware of the vast number of small echoing screams and roars of the battlefield, the stomping of hundreds of feet and boots, whinnying of frightened horses, and the sensation of being carried. Lifted from the frozen weight of his pained body, I must be dying, the young knight thought. This must be it. Alden have mercy.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Cold stone, wet stone, and the pain that wracked his neck and head barely allowed him to notice that he was no longer out in the bright light of day. James peered around with one eye still shut. He was in a cavern bearing few torches, underground for sure and surrounded by at least a hundred ogre. Snarling, spitting, gleaming malicious scowls and smiles adorned their hideous countenances. One did not make a gesture of emotion at all, the one standing behind him. The young knight tried to stand but his vision blurred as the pain riveted through his neck. He looked up instead at his captor and noticed it was not dressed like the others. This ogre wore black leather boots, tanned animal hides that were fitted like robes, and carried a large curved blade, smooth and polished unlike the rusty dirty weapons of the others. His hair was pulled back in tails and braids and his garments did not smell, from where James could tell on the ground anyway. James stood slowly, pulling all the strength he could to tolerate the pain, gritting his teeth, and then he felt clattering realizing his sword was in its scabbard. How odd, he thought, leaving me armed. The young warrior looked around now viewing the ogre women, as hideous as their children peering from behind them, the aroma and reality hit him. This will be much worse than dying. Low groans and talking in the ogre tongue went about, and James could see several of his human brothers tied up and gagged behind the ogre guards, as well as many of the regular army. There were perhaps sixty or so captives.


  “Tell me, human, what is your name?” demanded the ogre leader in perfect Agarian tongue, although deep and bestial. He had an air of supreme leadership and respect, at least from his own kind. When he spoke, the other ogre were still.


  James hesitated, and then replied with a smirk of one who knows death is near. “Give me yours, ogre, and release my-” Crack, his jaw went numb for a moment from the backhand of the ogre lord as several others lurched forward surrounding the young man, ready for anything. James stumbled back and then regained his composure, beginning to speak. He was again interrupted.


  “I am Avegarne, son of Hedrigurl, King of these lands. You have invaded unwisely and killed many of my people. Now your name boy, and remember this, every slip gives my men the head of one of yours.” The ogre king’s purple and mottled eyes did not blink when he spoke through his tusked teeth. James knew he was as serious as death.


  “I am James Andellis, of Southwind Keep, Knight thereof.” He spoke as calm as his nerves would allow, and clenched his right hand on the grip of his blade. He waited for the time to strike. For it would be better, he thought, to kill this bastard ogre king than to face execution or enslavement. He watched the ogre king move, almost graceful in spite of his heritage.


  “James, I have tasted the human wines from north in Caberra, read histories from a temple I raided in northern Harlaheim, and enslaved many of your kind, women and children alike. I have not been so lucky in my travels to capture a wizard though. My men tell me you have magic powers, saw you make a spell outside the east wall with your hand. I will let your men live to their failed lives, when you teach me what you know.” Avegarne paced three steps up, back turned, and three forward facing the youth. James wanted to strike as anger at the words of pillaging began to build in his chest.


  Through his gritted teeth, James spoke, “I can not teach it to you, I do not know how it happens. Nor would I, filth, even if I were able to.” Glorious, brave, he thought, and drew his blade into his hands in one fluid motion, lunging forward straight at Avegarne’s chest. The ogre king drew his curved sword a mere second later than the knight, swung up, quickly deflecting the attack aimed for his chest straight through his bicep. Blood ran down James’ blade, black ogre blood. As he withdrew to attack again he was grabbed from behind, tackled to the ground despite his efforts as heavy ogre feet stomped his hand until the blade came free. He lowered his head, feeling foolish for his actions and ready for death. Then he heard it, the muffled screams and tearing of skin, the cutting of flesh, the sound of beheadings. He dared not look. James knew what was happening, yet pinned to the stone floor by six of his foul captors, he was powerless to do anything as ten or more were brutally slaughtered.


  A mighty roar from the pits of the cursed creature’s belly echoed in the cavern. Besides murmuring among captors in terror and ogre children giggling, all was still. “Heal it human, now!” Avegarne bellowed, spitting and dripping his blood onto the floor. The ogre king lowered his blade to right under the knight’s chin, nicking it ever gently, permitting a drop of blood to trickle onto the steel and dry quickly.


  James moved his eyes only to see the faces of his comrades. He could not tell what they would say, they looked at him directly, but was it with fear that he would let them die, or anger that he might give in to the enemy? Confused, James recited his pledge, a knights’ pledge to Chazzrynn. “May I fear not my end, but the dishonor of my kingdom, may I protect the people at my highest cost, be sworn to duty and service, and stand against all enemies of the crown in life and death.” James whispered the words, looked again at the faces of the men, hearing anticipation in the enemy voices. He stood, and the ogre brutes let him stand. James faced his enemy, bent down and picked up his blade, sheathed it with military fashion. The ogre grew closer, weapons drawn, at least a dozen now, awaiting the young human’s next display of stupid chivalry and bravado. He reached out his hand, whispered a prayer to Alden the God of charity and lord of Heaven and asked for forgiveness and mercy. His outstretched hand glowed a gentle sky blue and it touched the bicep of the ogre king. The blood dried, the wound healed to pink, then sickly purple, then moments later it seemed a day old scratch without even much of a scar on the mottled yellow flesh.


  Silence. From the men, the ogre women, the ugly bestial children, the brute warriors, and even the towering king himself. “How do you do that, James of Chazzrynn?” asked Avegarne, looking at his arm in amazement.


  “I do not know, your highness, now let my men go.” Replied the knight, full of fear, sarcasm, and hope.


  “Not a chance of that, young human. Now teach me how to do what you did or you will not see the light of day again.” The ogre spoke with cruelty and a wickedness that was impossible to reason with. James knew that this gift could not be taught, he had tried in the past. Lowering his head, he refused.


  The next few hours became a blur of beatings, beheadings, howls and roars from a brutal tribe of ogre. The screams of “traitor”, and “coward”, and many a curse in Agarian and ogre alike were strewn at him as his men died. Heads were tossed at his feet, tortured friends’ cries in the cavern were followed by harsh ogre laughter, and they even made his comrades stone the young knight more than once before their executions. He was carried, bloodied and half conscious, paraded like a trophy of war throughout the cavernous undercity of Arouland. The ogre waved Lord Arlinne’s bloody broadsword and falcon banner over James as a sign of dishonor. It all happened so quickly yet took forever. The blows had dulled his awareness, James felt dead already.


  One thing caught his eye as he was carried, a dark stone room, empty save two giant pillars that held a chained man. Not one of his own, this man was tall, muscular, and naked. By the length of his unkempt beard and the layers of filth caking his hair and skin, he had been there a very long time. His eyes, the blue eyes radiating unnaturally in the dark, followed James for the brief moments of his escort past. The man stood up, keeping fixated on the stare between them, and then he was gone. The young knight fell in and out of consciousness many times only to awaken to the taunts of ogre offspring beating him while he was carried. The sight of those strange blue glowing eyes remained in his mind, however.
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  Sunlight, bright and painful caused James to wince, making the bruises and cuts ache more than they did in the darkness. How many days had passed since I had water or food? At least three days of travel, he thought to himself. The ogre of King Avegarne, about a dozen he counted, had him bound and gagged, delivered several daily beatings, and let him soil himself, as they did themselves most likely. Carried, dragged along by chains, filthy and dirty, James was still in shock over what had happened. He knew they were heading east toward the keep for days now and he was surprised that he had not seen a patrol yet, or reinforcements. He lay in the grass watching these creatures eat the deer they had speared. They did not cook nor clean the animal at all, merely ripped and devoured the meat from the bones. The ogre left the carcass behind, in the open, giving the young knight nothing each time. He grabbed a handful of water from a stream they passed, getting some refreshing moisture to his mouth and throat.


  Suddenly the ogre stopped, crouched down, and began talking in their guttural growls and thick words of native tongue. One vile creature drew a sword from his side, hidden under his wretched stink of worn animal pelts. Arlinne’s sword. Another, the one that was missing an eye, obviously from a very recent injury, pulled from his wolfskin sack the Chazzrynn flag, red with the black falcon and white trim. Tattered and bloodstained, the banner was wrapped around the knight’s shoulders while the other ogre handed him the deceased lord’s blade. A third removed the chains from his hands and forearms. The other seven drew their various weapons, as if the young man had energy to fight. “Hoddram, human, hoddram va.” Whatever that meant, James thought carelessly as they gestured him to go forward over the hills in front of them. The youth knew now that he was a message, a warning, a symbol of what the tribes in the west have done and will do to protect their stolen lands. Avegarne and his ogre army wanted him to live and return home as a living threat. His former captors waited until James was far ahead, though he traded suspicious glances with them until they could see one another no more.


  The smell of food, a road to follow, water from a stream to quench his thirst of days, the town of Elcram ahead, he knew he was outside of Southwind Keep. James Andellis saw riders in the distance, farmhouses, and the keep, his home, on the horizon. His head hung low, he heard yells and alerts growing louder as he staggered toward the villagers who came up to him in his daze. Women and children were shocked and crying while the men stood quiet, knowing why only one returned from the west. Soldiers knew what it was to face an ogre, let alone hundreds protecting what they claim as home. James’ brothers and sisters of the keep arrived, moving the small crowd of pleas and tear filled questions away from the youth. The young twins, Alexei and Kaya T’Vellon, the legitimate children of Arlinne, were there as well. He could not look at them, wanted to hide the sword at his side, wanted this all to have been a bad dream. James desperately prayed that he did not have to be the one to tell them that their father had been killed, but there was no one else. Even if some of the regular army had fled, the ogre would outrun them and hunt them down. It was obvious to the battered knight that he was the first and only to return, he could tell by the desperate looks on the faces of all he passed.


  The meeting hall was bitter cold that next morning; one of the children had started the fire warming for James, who had many visitors waiting outside the hall foyer in the morning chill. The knights and priests of the temple of Alden could be heard through the door trying to keep the crowd calm, assuring them of many hopeful things that the young knight would surely spoil with his words should he tell them the truth. He touched his wounds from time to time, staring at the blue light on his hands, recalling the blue eyes of a man chained. He pulled from memories too fresh the vision of Arlinne’s death, beheadings, brutality, and utter defeat. Avegarne the ogre king’s voice and haunting roar echoed in his mind when he closed his eyes, pushing him to bring more fear into his chest despite being safe in the keep. Staring at the brown stone floor and banners of Southwind and his kingdom that hung in the room, James drew Arlinne’s blade and thought of putting it through his chest as opposed to telling the details to the people of his home. He could not do it, with a resigned sigh he sheathed the sword. His breath stopped as he heard footsteps and the quick shut of the heavy doors of Mederris Hall, muffled voices insisting on seeing or hearing him were silenced with a slam. “James, please sit. How are you feeling this day? Can you talk?” The voice was calm, but hurried. It was Marcus Mederris, a close friend to the late Lord Arlinne and ambassador to the church of Alden for Southwind. Father Marcus had always been a great supporter of the Andellis family. A truer confidant James could not have asked for in his state.


  “I cannot face the children, especially Arlinne’s, my lord. I cannot speak to the people and the families.” James began to tear inside, guilt and remorse taking turns on his heart.


  “You say what you can, young man, but I need to know how many others will be returning.” The man pushed on, wearily rubbing his shaved head and drawing his hand across his smooth, round face. The young knight shook his head and looked at Marcus with dripping eyes of sorrow, unable to speak. “Then, James, how many are hostage?” fear and concern, perhaps a bit of disbelief, crept into his insistent words this time. Again, James shook his head, eyes pleading for a stop to the questions, lip puckering as he fought back an unrivaled stream of sadness. “Tell me they are not all dead, James Andellis, tell me something.” Now Lord Mederris seemed as frustrated as he was fearful with his line of interrogation. The young knight lowered his head as he nodded.


  “All of them my Lord.” was his only reply. A long silence followed, hours it seemed. The pious old man lowered his head as well, reaching into his belt pouch, producing a golden falcon’s head medal. James stared at it, knowing it was an award of the highest honor in Chazzrynn, chivalry, sacrifice and bravery to defend the kingdom, honor in battle. He did not deserve this, did not want it, and there was nothing in him that thought of reward or admiration for what happened this past week.


  “This”, Lord Marcus Mederris stated, as he pinned it to the young knight’s tunic on the left shoulder over his heart, “was for Arlinne T’Vellon, Lord of Southwind, upon his return victorious. King Mikhail sent it two weeks prior, assured of a new age and victory in the western waste. I think you should have it.”


  “You are bribing me to give answers my Lord, and with all due respect, I have nothing to say that has not been said already. You want me to give peace and reason, but there is none. This gesture is empty, and I have to make peace with the thousand men that lay dead, food for wolves, or worse.” James stood up, “With your permission, Father Marcus, I will take my leave.” Not waiting for reply, nor caring, the young knight turned and walked to the doors. The leaders of Southwind and of Chazzrynn had made a terrible mistake, and many men had died for it, too many, he thought. Now, instead of retaliation, restitution, or revenge, they wanted to make a hero so that their error was overlooked and forgotten, perhaps to cover up or invade again, and James Andellis would have none of it. “By the way Father Marcus, I saw a lone wolf on the battlefield as we charged. I could have warned them...”


  “Nonsense, James! Stop the childish old wives tales! This is serious, that has nothing to do with what happened, and you know this.” Marcus’ face reddened, frustrated at the young knight, pointing his finger at him as he stood.


  Pushing one door open, James shoved his way through the crowd that pleaded, cried and begged for his words that they thought would relieve their fears and pain. Nothing I could say would do anything but the opposite, he thought. Questions and swarming turned into shouting after a few minutes of James’ continuous walking and shoving ahead. Minutes later it was the same as days earlier, “traitor”, “coward”, and stones flew through the air, spitting and cursing the honored knight as he kept constant his pace. One woman called him an ogre-lover, and the crowd shushed as James stopped dead in his tracks. The youth, still bruised and scratched on most of his body, turned and stared through the crowd of his own people, until his obvious harasser met his gaze. He drew his blade, Arlinne’s blade, and marched at her with a vengeance and hate that he had only felt when he plunged his sword into the ogre king’s arm. His lunge was shortened by his steps, purposefully, and the blade came under her chin, the old woman of gray hair, baker’s mother he recalled. A hush fell over the mob, vicious people who knew him, yet had no idea of what he had been through. Alexei, Kaya, Marcus, and a dozen or so more of his brothers and sisters of Southwind moved in the distance, trying to get through the gathering. Young Alexei, perhaps seventeen seasons now, stopped, his eyes fixated on his father’s sword that James Andellis now held against the throat of an old woman. He could not speak, there were no words of revenge or arguing here, nothing but more pain. James turned and sheathed the blade. He walked through the northern portcullis of Southwind Keep, up the road to Elcram, still followed by commoners and soldiers alike.


  As he walked through town the mob dwindled into smaller groups of ten or so people, hundreds now talking and watching, waiting for the crazed youth to do or say something. James looked up at The Silver Chalice Inn and Tavern. The worn knight, full of too many emotions to stand it much more, gripped his blade and entered the establishment, slamming the door shut behind him. The rooms were dark, dingy and smelled of pipe, ale, and wine. All stared, this motley crew of whores, drunkards, criminals, gamblers, and transient vagabond merchants. Of course, men like James Andellis did not frequent places like this in town, not a knight. “Your finest bottle of wine, barkeep, and one glass.” ordered the young man, determined to get rid of all this pain one way or another. The wine, a dergolian and jathneer grape blend from Caberra, tasted rich like dried fruit and sweet berries of the earth. It warmed young James Andellis, and promised with the tingle and ease of its consumption that all this would pass much easier with more.


  



   


  


  James I:II


  Hurne, Chazrynn 344 AD, thirteen years later


  “Every man is plagued with demons; the only ones that slow him down are the ones he chooses to dance with.”-an old elven proverb from the philosophies of Emonaia Chaldre of Gualidura.


   


  The lights of the lanterns were barely enough to see across the room this time of night, and the barkeep strained his eyes to see if the man was still awake at the table. Old Timber, that’s what they called him, as big and strong as a tree. He had to be to run a tavern in Hurne. The trade city can be rough, with mountain traders from Boraduum, savage fur merchants from the Deep South, vagabonds from every city in Chazzrynn, and the occasional ogre raid in the coldest desperate parts of bad winters. Timber polished glasses, wiped the bar, and came closer to the, yes, old drunk mercenary snoring in his chair. Same chair, same table, Timber shook his head. This fellow James has been his most regular customer for over five seasons now. Only time he was not here was when he went on the hunt for the rogue ogre band for land owners somewhere in Chazzrynn.


  The bartender picked up his cheap wine bottle and glass, tucked it under the bar on a shelf designated just for him here at the Trade River Tavern. Timber thought about what the people say about this one, nothing good mostly. They tell stories, rumors for sure, that he was a knight of the kingdom once, and that he lost his family to the ogre war, and also that he’d been run out almost every city in Chazzrynn this side of Addisonia. Vallakazz, Elcram, Silverbridge, Thoranak, and a host of smaller towns as well have said riddance to this drunk one, that’s what the regulars and a few traders say anyway. Timber smiled, knowing in all his years owning this place, at least twenty now, that half of what people say, whether elven, human, dwarven, whatever breed or nation, has been spun a dozen times and dipped in ale before it hits the floor of this little tavern. If the old pine walls could tell tales, the barkeep thought and smiled again, hell, he’d be rich if a silver coin he had for half of them.


  Timber ran his fingers through what little black and gray hair he had left on his head, scratched his rough beard, and knelt down next to James. He looked him over quick, yes, the sword was there, shield along the back wall. He lifted the drunken knight over his shoulder, holding his breath in for energy, grabbed the shield with his left hand, and turned toward the stairs, breathing out finally when he had gotten himself and his load up again. Up the stairs, to the extra room across from his own, and he flopped the man onto the soft bed. Winded, red faced from exertion, Timber looked about the room, the room that his brother had stayed in when he had first bought the place from an old dwarf that was bent on retiring and heading north to warmer climes. His brother had died in a battle, served in the regular army of Chazzrynn. Timber often wondered if this one was in that ogre war twelve or thirteen years ago to the south and west of here. Either way, the old barkeep thought, he did not really need to know, and James did not talk of his past. He guessed things were as they were supposed to be. “Good night Sir James.” Said the man, and he went to his room, closing the door on yet another evening with this one as his last customer and only person left to talk to. He smiled as he laid into bed, thinking that the one person he has spent more time with in the last decade, barely would remember any of it.
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  James rolled in the bed, sweating, shaking, desperately craving water, and the banging on the door would not cease. Did they not know how early it was, that he hadn’t eaten? The knight thought, “Whoever it is had better have strong and important reason and purpose.”


  The door opened. Still reeking of wine, James looked with one eye as he stumbled to a stand, hand on his broadsword. Farmer Reese Longhale, hopefully this had to do with ogre business and not anything with his daughter, he thought. The other eye tried to open as James relaxed his stance and looked for his shield. His body ached from wearing his chain armor all day and night, stomach hurt from no food, and his head was pounding as the blood seemed to claw it’s way painfully to the top and remind him that he had not had a drink yet this morning.


  “Andellis, I paid you well in advance, fifty silvers, and let ye stay at my home for a week there. Last night, one farmhand, a sheep, and three cattle went missing. Care to take care of it, or should we get the Seneschal of Hurne involved here?” Reese spoke calmly, but with ultimatum that was irrefutable. James thought a moment, looking at the old but strong grayed man, there might have been two ogre out south of here near that hill, but it was fuzzy in his head.


  “On my way now Reese, a thousand apologies in advance. I had hoped killing the one would put the fear of God into the other, usually does.” spoke the haggard warrior with truth and resolution in his weary voice. James had seen a second ogre that week, and had great luck in making his point in killing one and scaring off any others most of the time by placing the head on a spear as a warning. The ogre were less brave these last few years since losing their stronghold to plague in the western waste. James had heard that it struck quick, and saw firsthand the influx of small bands and desperate acts of survival from the foul beasts. From striking fear into a nation, the last few years he has seen a northern migration and splitting of a leaderless race that he had hunted for too long. He snapped back to the room, “One hour Reese.” He said with a nod. The old farmer nodded, turned, shook his head at Timber who had been waiting on the steps for any signs of trouble between the two, and proceeded out of the Trade River Tavern. James nodded at Timber, who also walked back down the steps, most likely James assumed, to fetch his leftover bottle like normal for the start of the day. So few enemies left, so little work remaining, so much revenge still fresh in him, the wretched mercenary straightened his tabard and staggered down the stairs.


  Bottle in hand, the remains of last night, the former knight of Southwind walked out into the cold from his home, or the closest thing to it. The sky was gray, soon to snow by the looks of it, and James had it hard enough by what was already on the ground. Crunching in the early morning, his boots followed the main road in and out of Hurne, trade wagons uncovering as he went. Dwarven smiths and sheep traders from the Bori Mountains in the near north were up earlier than the rest, never making time for small talk or delay. James turned and looked north as he walked the opposite way, admiring the gray and brown peaks that these stock and strong men traverse up and down every month. He passed tanners and pelt merchants from south of Elcram, and Deep South savages and tribesman. Their faces decorated with paints, lighter thin hair and beards in braids, these men had been known to kill if stolen from or given a bad trade, and only came in the winter months which lasted about six out of the thirteen in Chazzrynn. The Hurne city guard gave the ogre killer their usual stares of disrespect and spit as he passed, armed heavy in the cold months, desperate times, with heavy cloaks, plate armor, body shields, broadswords and spears. James smiled at them and mocked a salute with his right arm over his chest. The best of terms were long gone with the seneschal and his men since James had bested Seneschal Crail of Hurne in a duel some years ago. The bitterness came from the fact that James could barely stand up that night, and was rumored to have been laughing the whole time. That’s what they told him, and James started to chuckle to himself despite the stares of the guard.


  An hour later, the hungry hunter stopped by his pole, rotted ogre head still fixed upon it, what was left from the crows and wolves playing with it anyway, and surveyed the lands of farmer Reese. Fence line broken to the west he noticed, blood spots and tracks, two sets, one definitely ogre dragging something, and one smaller like a large man, James noticed. The weary knight pulled his shield from his back, readying it on his left arm, and drew the polished, gold hilted broadsword from its sheath, Arlinne’s sword. He stepped over the broken wood fence, and followed the tracks, easy enough for a blind man he thought. Carefully trudging the snow covered pasture, into a small thick that fingered into heavier forest with oaks and river willow trees, aged and stretching into the clouds. James heard the faint bellow of sheep from ahead, and then silenced, he kept his steady yet cautious approach. He looked around him, besides leafless and iced trees there was no cover to be found, he peered ahead and saw more red frozen spots in the snow.


  Whoosh, and a crash of wood and ice, James ducked down as another branch hurled with incredible strength and horrible accuracy went past him by at least ten feet. “You are no warrior of note among your kind, for certain!” the knight said loudly, bolstering his confidence a bit more. He moved faster now, knowing the direction of his enemy, in and out of trees, over massive frozen roots, and there it was, she was, and an ogre child with her. He stopped, ducking yet a third hurled limb ripped from an oak well above his reach, but not the reach of this beast. One sheep ran as the ogre child stood up from holding its mouth and neck, the other livestock lay half eaten, and the farmhand looked long dead and twisted into a merciless position impossible to survive. For a moment or perhaps two, the vengeful knight paused, seeing mother and child, despite their hideousness, out in the terrible cold, surviving on what they could and he felt a spark of pity in his chest. Crack and a thud followed as the body of the farmhand was launched overhead from the child, now yelling in ogre at the knight, as if that gesture would get him to leave. James stepped ahead quickly, closing on the mother who stood ready, long clawed hands still fresh with sheep’s blood waiting for the knight. He ducked as if to go under her reach and as she screeched out a roar, he spun to his right blocking her hands with his shield and cutting deep into her flank. The child on the move toward him, James cut again at her chest as she turned, missing her as she back stepped. The ogre youth dove at the knight, knocking into his shield arm and the two fell to the ground, the ogre on top and flailing his clawed arms with ferocity. Snarls and spit and rage came out of him, and James saw the mother coming in now, sure the two of them had him down for good. The sword held tight over the shield, James thrust it forward three quick times from his back, each time cutting into the shoulders and neck of the young creature, still larger than the knight. Blood projected all over the shield, staining the white tabard as well, and as the beast child scrambled to get up, James cut wide across it’s throat splitting open skin and vein and neck into a fatal mess of flowing ruby red and black. Suddenly, with a violent ear piercing scream, the man was lifted into the air and slammed into the nearest willow tree, then again. His head ached from the jolting and hitting the iron winter bark, icicles fell for twenty feet around as he took a third blow from the ogre witch. James was pinned, so he kicked her chest and chin as fast as he could, all the while being plowed into the tree behind him by the arms of an avenging ogre mother. Crraaack, the tree roots gave way a bit from the icy ground and she fell forward with James against the willow. He scrambled over the fallen branches and roots to regain his stance. Quickly and with fury she rounded the tree, dripping blood from her wound in the flank, James jumped off of one of the upturned roots and hurled himself to her left side, plunging the blade deep into her chest where it remained. He fell hard and tried to roll up to his feet, but the snow had given way and he sunk in too far to keep momentum. James turned in time to see that the ogre wench had the blade through her chest and out the back, but still had life enough to run, run the other way. Never had James seen an ogre flee, at least not from him. Blood streamed more than dripped, leaving a heavy trail of dark crimson, making it easy to follow her, and so the old knight did.


  It had been hours since James Andellis had seen a landmark he recognized, and hopefully, he prayed, she was not leading him to any more family unarmed. His sword, there it was, twenty feet ahead, he ran to it, picking it up from next to a frozen stream. James looked around, rapidly searching for the trail, nothing. His back felt the pain of claws ripping his flesh through the chainmail he wore under the tabard. He squinted and held in his pain, took one step forward, and spun round completely to his left leading with the shield, but following with a mighty sword swing that cut three quarters through the neck of the half dead ogre woman. Her pale yellow face of tusks and black mottled hair slumped to the ground, and he took a final arcing attack that finished the cut of the last one, loosing her head from her body completely. She had been in the frozen water, hoping to survive with an ogre trick that nearly succeeded. James scrambled to get his armor off, groaning in pain and feeling blood run down his freezing back. Steam rose from the corpse next to him, and slightly from his wound as well. James knew this was not a healthy idea, but he had to stop his bleeding so far from town. He said a silent prayer, merely mouthing the words to Alden for mercy and forgiveness, though he knew the prayer was not necessary at all. His hands glowed blue like the sky on a sunlit day, and he strained to reach the wounds left by the ogre witch across his back as he was trembling, wet, and shirtless in the freezing winter. Slowly, warmly, with a bit of tingling or numbing cold he could not be sure, the wound stopped bleeding. James held his hand there as long as he could then quickly dressed. He sat down on his shield next to the stream, next to the lifeless ogre body and head, pulled out his wine and drank until it was empty.
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  The wagon wobbled from side to side on the tracks in the snow, the light load and nervous cold horses did not help matters. The two young men at the front, shivering and passing the wine bottle back and forth for warmth, were glad to see the sun peeking out in the cloudy Chazzrynn sky and hoped that a little warmth would keep the chills away on the next few days of their journey. Both Konrad and his younger brother Baunnar had left Silverbridge months ago after their fathers’ passing, and sought trade for their blades and axes in Hurne. Perhaps the wrong time of year, or their youth, neither could quite place their finger on why they could not be as successful as their late father, Otto. They were down to their last few dozen silvers, with half a crate of wine, and their belongings, and had not much to lose. Konrad had mentioned to Baunnar that he overheard that King Mikhail had opened the way for travelers and merchants into the western waste since the ogre had all but vanished in the last few years. He also heard from some savages trading furs that a sickness had come over the ogre there, and that the great wars were over. The two red headed young men both grew up on stories of thousands of men in many a battle that had died there, never really winning the lands back, and that they were deemed cursed by the church and the king. Since neither boy could really admit to being as great a bladesmith as their father was, they agreed to go get as much as they could from the ruins and shine them up to sell in Hurne. Just about four days south and west, and four back, they both thought it would put them back in the market and then some, after a few runs.


  Konrad sat up next to his little brother of eighteen seasons, straight up in the seat of their wagon. He was looking east, along a shoreline of a frozen stream, pointing his hand and staring. “Look at that brother, you don’t see that often now.” Baunnar gazed east, curious, seeing much red in the snow, and what looked like a dead, decapitated ogre and a knight of Southwind laying dead next to it. “He’s been drinking Konrad, look at the bottle in his hand.”


  “Let’s get our first bit of treasure, or get a bodyguard for the horses little brother” Konrad said, eyes gleaming, smile as wide as the wagon. The two tied the horses to a frozen willow and jumped off, warming the blood and intrigued about the battle that must have taken place. “Look at that sword, gold falcon marks of a noble blade. Worth a lot Konrad. Can ye get it from him?”


  No sooner than the boy reached out his hand, did an empty wine bottle break over Konrad’s head and the tip of a dagger pulled from a boot was at his throat. “That sword has more meaning to it than your little life, boy. Unless you want to end up like her,” James pointed at the body of his victim from a few hours back, “I would suggest giving an old knight a ride and keeping your head attached.”


  Both the young men stared, hearts beating out of their chests, legs going numb from surprise and fear. They eased and blinked after what seemed minutes frozen in place, knelt next to this man, disheveled, unshaven, and reeking of wine and ogre blood. James put his dagger back in his boot, smiled, and pulled himself up, tabard crunching when pulled from the snow it had been frozen to. The old knight eyed their wagon, recognizing the small crate half covered on the back with the tent and bedrolls. “Still got wine in that box, young gentlemen?” The boys nodded with smiles of relief, looking to see whether they should run from this man or trust him. “Wonderful, Alden be praised and all that, I am James Andellis, and my service is yours while there is wine to drink. I will take care of the ogre, you do whatever it is you are doing. Now, let us open one of these Caberran jewels up for a test, eh?” James walked over and climbed into the back of the wagon, pulled out his corkscrew, and took a full drink of the red heaven. Mellenas grape, bit ripe, but better than the swill he had been getting from Timber lately. “We’re off, young knights, let’s ride.” bellowed James, happy to have the wine, a vanquished foe, and a lot less of a walk back to the tavern. The boys looked at each other and shrugged, they didn’t care about the wine in the slightest. Some dwarven armorer in Hurne told them to buy some for the trips in the cold to keep them warm, but neither boy was fond of it. Konrad smiled at Baunnar, and the three took off to the west, listening to crazy and bloody tales from this wreck of a knight. For days he stayed in a stupor, slept, stumbled, and drank the wine, bottle after bottle. The boys ignored his questions of how much further, and that they seemed to be taking the long way. They knew he’d forget after another bottle, and they had no intentions of telling him where they were going.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  James awoke, cold but covered with blankets and furs, in the back of what appeared to be a wagon. He shielded his eyes, despite lack of any radiant sunshine, as the white gray clouds hurt his eyes just the same. He reached for the bottle next to him with unsteady fingers, empty, then reached for the crate to find it also empty. A bit of panic set in his chest as he looked around his feet. Not only did he see at least fifteen empty bottles through blurred vision, there were axes, broadswords, short blades, and even a few larger two handed axes and blades. He could not recall much, but surely these were new, despite the rust and neglected appearance on most of them. The shaking knight looked over the side of the wagon, searching for the boys he had met, and his jaw fell open. He hid behind the wagon wall, “This must be a dream, must be, Alden wake me from this please.” James whispered in desperation. He had had too many of these dreams, of this place to count, and this one felt very real to him, too real. He squinted and leaned cautiously over the wagon again, trembling. The walls of the outer ruin were covered in snow, the tower of Arouland stood against the gray and white sky, the city still quiet like a grave in the western waste.


  His eyes teared, his lip trembled, not ever wanting to see this place again, not even a drunken desire of the wildest nights, had James ever thought of coming here as long as he lived. His water filled eyes looked all around, the same, all but one spot to the eastern hill. Feathered crosses marked stone gravestones with the traditional round wreath of feathers in the middle, thousands of them across the top of the hill he had stood at so long ago. James gathered his shield and belt, fastening it quickly as he stood from the wagon. Guilt consumed him with every step, he thought of the men he had left in the cavern under Arouland. James doubled over as he walked toward the hill, hate and sadness washed over him, he had not known of any memorial site for those that had died, he never knew anyone had returned after that first battle. Just that plague had struck, that the ogre were getting visited by revenge that James could not have given them himself.


  Vomiting and heaving dry since he had not eaten much in days, James pulled his steps closer to the graves, seeing now rows upon rows stretching the entire view of the hills above the ruins of the Teirinshire district. He wandered into the line of stones, looking at names, some had writing, and some did not. He recognized the last names of his brothers at a few spots, memory of his youth flashing back in jolts that found him on his knees more than once. The guilt held him from speaking, though his mouth was moving, nothing but gasps for air could be heard. He stood up to walk more, thoughts of how this came here and why he had not been found to join his brothers in laying these men to rest swarmed his mind into anger. He turned again, and looked at a stone a bit larger, polished marble, gray and swirled. Closer he came to it, knowing what it was, jittering from grief and anguish at the sight of it. He read, “Here lies Arlinne of T’Vellon, Lord of Southwind Keep, blessed are his days, blessed are his children, blessed is his sacrifice 279-331 AD” His face went white, the tears fell like rain. James pulled his Lords’ blade from the sheath, placed it on his chest and lay down over the grave. The knight wailed like a man who had woken from a nightmare to find himself alone with all he knew dead and gone. He stared at the stone and the broadsword, thoughts of placing it through his chest flowed and jumped through his half drunk mind.


  Hours passed as he lay their curled up in a ball staring and crying with sword in hand. James did not know what to do next, his revenge and anger had kept him going day by day, as if some amount of ogre bloodshed would somehow reverse this. There was no changing this, no, not ever. This was forever, and James would never forgive himself for what he had not done, though he did not really admit to himself there was something he could have done. Screams, definitely several screams from the west, he heard them surely as he heard crows in the air above him quarreling over the lack of food in winter. Up in a blink, James heard them again, already on a dead run through the gravestones, he fastened his shield as he hurried downhill. Two sets of screams, men, or boys. He could see them now, outside the northern wall at least four hundred feet away. With speed he had not thought he had left, James Andellis ran through hard ice and snow, steps that would not fail him nor let him slip and be slowed.


  Closer now, he yelled a roar that was more animal than man, yelling for the thing to stop what it was doing and pay him attention as he charged. The ogre cut off the head of the second young boy, spearing it down next to several others. One was the boy’s older brother. Screaming in pain from within, the old knight continued his run; sword held high, racing intent on killing this creature before it could harm the boys. He was too late, yet he did not care, a rage, a hatred had taken over, he wanted it all to end. He wanted to die, he wanted this ogre and all of its bastard race to die before his sword first. The ogre stood his ground, lifting his greatsword with two hands, wiping the blade on his horseskin clothing and motioning with the tip of his blade that he was ready for this insane human to be his third victim of the morning.


  The sword cut across to the ogres’ face and was deflected easily by the beast, who returned a mighty downward chop at James. His shield turned up cracking loudly in the air, never slowing his attack, James countered with a low cut into the ogre’s thigh, hitting flesh through the hides. The greatsword pulled back into an arcing cut that the man barely got his head under, swinging the broadsword across his foes shoulder and down again into the muscle on his forearm. Ogre blood ran down the his own hands and onto the huge blade, the ogre back stepping now, swinging high then low to keep his human enemy at length. No use, the knight pushed past every laid attack with shield and sword, countering every effort of the beast. James closed in on his ten foot tall adversary, stepping forward under the blade of his foe, shield raised, then feinted the block when the blow came, sidestepping to the right. As the ogre sword hit the hard earth, James’ blade went up through the jaw and mouth and into the base of the killer’s skull. It twitched and trembled as it strained to lift its weapon for another attack. James did not wait to test what it had left; he pulled the blade free, placing it perfectly into the center of the upper chest and out the back of his enemy dropping it lifeless to the ground. He took a knee, staring at the ground, the blood, and the bodies of the two young boys. He could not cry, numb from the battle and the horror of this morning, and his only thought was that he had no idea what year or day it was.James lay down again, staring at the blade of Arlinne, wanting someone to put it through him, someone to come by and end his life, wretched as it was. Off in the distance he heard a crash of stone, then a wall collapse. James looked around the southern wall where he had heard the noise, expecting an ogre army with catapults responsible. Expecting his wishes to have been granted, and for his day to finally arrive with a last battle against the ogre of Avegarne, he stood to face the western waste and whatever was to come crashing from it. He held the sword to his chest and saluted the tower of Arouland, and walked into the ancient ruined city with a smile. He walked to meet his end.


  



   


  Saberrak I:I 


  Upper tunnels of Unlinn


  The cavern was cold, colder than he had ever felt in his entire life, however long that had been. He touched the rough stone passage wall, feeling bits of frost on his fingers, what a strange cold that grows on the very walls he thought. The gray skinned minotaur carefully stepped, heel to toe, quietly following the cavern his father had told him would lead out. His thick skin did not suffer the chill air, his bare feet and tuarine muscled body could tolerate almost anything. Saberrak gripped his axe with his left hand tightly not knowing what was around the next turn and his vision was keen even with no light to be found for hours now. He smelled the air, slowly as to not stir even an echo of sound. Trolls ahead, he knew their stench, ogre also. The gray beast had fought and killed many of them both, bastard cousin races, in the arena of Unlinn where he was raised. The minotaur moved round the corner, crouching to hear if his pursuers were any closer. His owner had sent one of the deadliest of his stock after him and not alone. Chalas Kalaza, the feared brown minotaur champion, and two whites that followed with him had been chasing the fugitive for almost half a day. The white shaggy albino minotaurs he feared little, bigger and stronger yes, but feral and more like animals than any other of his race. Saberrak could out think and out move them. It was Chalas that Saberrak held a healthy fear of as he was at least a foot taller and undefeated in the arena since Saberrak was a young bull. The gray one smelled again, knowing they would not give up their hunt, and waited until he knew if they were together or separate. That fact would decide whether he took them separately and made a stand, or continued toward the surface.


  His chain and hook tied loose around his belt and leather loin cloth, the gray minotaur heard nothing and continued up his dark road underground. One step at a time, he knew at the sign of the cold that he was near. His father, Tathlyn, had told him which cavern to follow and when the uprising distraction from the gladiatorial arena happened he did what he was told. His younger brother was left there, and many others that were on the wrong side of the arena deep in the earth when the moment struck. Tychaeus had been as much a friend as a brother, and friendship in the deep slave city of Unlinn was something rare and to be kept quiet. His scars grew uncomfortable, feeling them tingle with life and sensations that had been very long lost. So many scars, markings of hundreds of battles and kills, he had those and his slave tattoos to remember this place with. He had hoped to be with many other minotaurs, a few humans, even dwarves that had been enslaved or born into it like Saberrak had, but they had all been hunted down by the pet gladiators of the owners or lost in these strange winding tunnels. Depending on the violated property master, ogre, human, or a host of other races, an attempted escape could mean anywhere from fifty lashes and the pit or death outright. Saberrak’s master, Zeress the Black, a foul ogre warrior with a passion for tattoos and marking his combatants, would have a public slaughter and charge double in the arena for the viewing. He would also do it himself, Saberrak had seen, with his metal whip and curved serrated blade. It was a known custom to cut a minotaurs horn as a sign of defeat and dishonor and the gray beast had seen his master perform a few of those displays to ones who disobeyed, seen it entirely too close. His rewards were black ink to mark victories, Saberrak rubbed under his eyes where two mirrored patterns adorned his face, tattoos mimicking the curved horns on either side of his head. He had been awarded, more forced, those markings from a pit fight with just himself against a Misathi giant that stood twice as tall as he did. His test of “manhood”, Zeress had called it, a fourteen foot tall test that he was not supposed to survive.


  He could smell them now, Chalas and his two bestial cousins, closer now and Saberrak picked up his pace in the quiet darkness. He climbed over ledges, around stalagmites, and over underground pools that seemed lifeless and dreary. He dodged small chasms that he found ways around and down slick and cold drops into still more cavern. Using his chain and hook, he climbed over a ledge twice as tall as he, hoping the minotaurs that pursued would lose his trail. The horned gladiator could hear now, his enemies closing, sloshing the water, and the clack of hooves. The white minotaurs, besides red eyes and shaggy hair, had hooves instead of feet, unlike the rest of his kind. Most minotaurs suspected this was due to their closeness to beast as opposed to man. His kind, the grays were known for hunting, his red cousins famous for their fearless brutality, the dark browns for their wickedness, and his black skinned descendants for their silence and wisdom, passing down generations of history to one another. None of them truly recognized their unkempt albino descendants as anything but a disgrace to the minotaur breed. The gladiator snapped out of his thoughts and prejudices and moved on.


  Close now, maybe a hundred or so steps behind me he thought. Saberrak saw light, not the thousand torches of the arena or the foul smelling lantern radiance either. White light, from cracks in the top of the cavern, too far to reach, and plants growing through the cracks, or had been growing but now dead from the cold, roots of some sort he imagined. Over fifty feet for certain, but there they were, seven, no eight, beams of soft light from ceiling to floor and a bit of a cold stirring movement in the air. He kept moving in this strange environ, despite the fascination, the minotaur was well aware of his chase and the consequences of his capture should he fail. He rounded a turn in the cavern that had still more lines of white from above and the walls were lined like the deep city of Unlinn, chiseled stones, manmade, and not natural. Saberrak smiled as he moved quicker now, he thought of how he fled a city under the ground to escape to a city built underneath a city on the surface. Regardless of his ironic conclusions the smells of troll could not be denied as the beast sniffed the air. And the blood. The gray warrior could distinctly, eyes focusing and caution taking his movements down, sense the odors of fresh blood, none like he had ever been near or passed before. His breath now visible from his bull nostrils, Saberrak crept with a silence only his breed could claim.


  The violence sounded brutal, and was just as savage to his eyes once he peered around the side of a broken wall. Glowing streams of white light forced down into this perfectly round pit. Trolls, three of them, at least two feet taller than the horned gladiator, swarmed about a man of incredible size for a human. He stood the same height as Saberrak and looked just as muscled. His long beard stretched over his dirt covered chest. Chained to pillars of stone at least eight feet across, this man stood silent and barely moved as claws from the horrid troll cowards ripped his flesh spilling blood from dozens of wounds. His only motion was to look up, meeting Saberrak’s gaze from fifty or more feet away, while he had barely even glanced around the wall for more than a few moments. He knew Saberrak was there. Those eyes, glowing blue, like light shone from within, inhuman, yet a man for certain being ripped apart and staring at the gray minotaur with effervescent blue eyes. The sickly green and deformed cowards continued pleasuring themselves with the torture of this man who was chained with restraints that could hold a giant. The maiming continued and Saberrak crept closer, unable to release his eyes from the stare across the room, gripping his axe in one hand and the chain and hook in the other.


  From behind in a rush of echoed stampeding, the hooves of a white minotaur broke the silence and Saberrak’s unknown approach. Blood covered and screeching in their bestial troll tongue, the three wretched deformities, green and warted, turned to see an albino minotaur charge into the pit with its head down and great curved scimitar in its hands. They also saw the gray gladiator, positioned on the other side of the entry, whip out his grappling hook round the charging beast’s horns. The hook caught its eye and lodged deep into the skull. Saberrak raised his arm and planted his feet forward, lifting the white off the ground from its own momentum. It roared in pain and thrashed, reaching to get the hook from its deep embrace. With two calculated steps, watching his foe reach for the huge curved sword, the gray warrior struck down with his double edged axe into his foe’s chest and buried it deep through bone and vitals. He raised his weapon again, this time bringing it down across the first gaping wound. Blood puddled into the air and landed with a quick splatter. More blood poured from the X on the twitching albino’s chest and Saberrak crouched, head lowered, eyes fixed upon the trolls that he assumed would come for a meal. The gladiator whipped the chain free from his adversary’s horns and began spinning it playfully as he approached the slope down.


  Saberrak felt no fear, not a tremble, he had fought trolls in the arena and ones with armor and spikes adorning their soft yet strong figures. He knew where to hit a nine foot troll, and that was in the back or through the side with something sharp and heavy. The gray had been told that the only part of a troll that was bone was the spine, the rest, including the skull, was just cartilage and prone to regrow given enough time. The only way to put one of these swamp colored, black-toothed, razor clawed fiends down for good was to cut through that spine. The first two came directly, screeching to the third back and forth in whatever hissing language that they used. Saberrak noticed that one was moving round the left side to get behind him. The chained hook flew out at the feet of the first one, catching tight into the flesh. The beast laughed at the minotaur, until he hit the floor, still seeming to enjoy the pain. Saberrak’s axe swung high, taking off the left hand of another troll cleanly, then he swung again with a stroke from the back blade using his great strength to cleave the axe blade into its flank. Dark green blood coated the weapon and the smell of oily rotten fish was all the minotaur could compare the penetrating nostril poison to. The third, still moving in from behind, would be hard to get the minotaur now as he rolled between the front two standing up only to sever the spine of the tangled freak with a mighty two handed chop from above. The steel blade hit stone floor, echoing loudly in the pit. Saberrak rapidly stepped behind the second troll, still stunned by his wounds, and used him as a shield from the craftier one behind. The horned gladiator lifted from below, hoisting the tip of the axe into the crotch of the green demon with no hand. Face to face, it cringed and grabbed the minotaur. Saberrak let out his low roar, anger and determination filled his throat as he stepped back, lowered his head and rushed forward, crushing the two into the wall. His curved horns soaked in troll blood from the screaming beast he just punctured and carried, the minotaur pulled his adornments free from the soft flesh and suddenly cut the wretch in half just under the ribcage with a fluid stroke of his double headed battle axe.


  The pieces fell to the floor, rolling downhill in a disturbing visage of soft flesh and pattering and twitching parts. The third troll, fearless as his horned enemy, ripped into Saberrak’s flesh. The shoulder bled first, then his chest, leaving deep cuts and running blood with its black dirty claws. The minotaur raised his axe, deflecting more heavy clawed hands that were knocking him back step by step. The beast made a fatal move as it thought it had the upper hand, it tried to bite the horned warrior over the axe and take him by force. Saberrak lifted his weapon, turning one of the ichor covered blades inward at the swamp demon’s throat and then with his hand between the double blades and the other on the lower handle, he pushed. With pure arm strength, being pushed down the slope, the minotaur’s axe cut clean through the neck, spraying more slimy troll blood all over as the head came clear off. Its head rolling and screaming curses, landed at the feet of the tortured man. Saberrak kept focused on the body of the troll, still using its black eyes from afar to guide the movements of a headless body. The axe pulled back, one handed now, as Saberrak pushed the unstable creature back with a strong-arm blow followed by an arcing cleave from the axe through just inches above the hips and cutting the spine. The collapse ended the motion and the eyes of the screeching head closed. The minotaur looked at his wounds, still dripping red, they would heal he thought, and eventually be just another unpleasant reminder of home.


  Saberrak the gray approached the man, looking for his wounds, yet there were none to be found. The man stayed perfectly still, breathing deep breaths, staring at the minotaur as he came closer. The horned one hefted his axe over his head, striking hard into the chains that bound the man. The noise was deafening, and again Saberrak struck the chains, though he knew not why. Over and over, the gladiator chipped his axe blade, yet managed to get through the chains obviously meant for something of a monstrous size, not this human. Finally, after what seemed like hours of hard labor, the four chains were cut through.


  Not a word, the man made no gesture from behind his unkempt and ancient beard to talk, speak gratitude, or communicate, just staring with those inhuman eyes. “You are free, human, no one should endure what you have…” He stopped, looking at this person, stained from years of imprisonment by the looks of it, yet healthy, standing eye to eye with the minotaur, full of strength. Saberrak looked around, no waste, no smell of it, no bones or food. How has this old man survived he thought. “Who are you, human? How long have you been here?” asked the minotaur, still searching for something to take away his confusion. Nothing, not a sound. Saberrak looked again, not a scratch on the body from recent wounds that should have left him a bleeding mess. Gone, all of them. Then the man moved, searching with his filthy hand for something behind his back on the ground by the pillar, the minotaur stepped back, prepared for anything from this strange prisoner. The freed human produced by his right hand a spool of stone, roughly carved gray rock about as long as his forearm, and motioned to hand it to his rescuer. It had strange paper rolled on it and writing that the minotaur had never seen, which was little to start with. Saberrak could barely read any Agarian, the language custom to this continent of Agara, but this was nothing even remotely legible. Dark brown writing, symbols, designs more than words and there had to be twenty feet of the mess rolled onto this stone rod. Confused, Saberrak accepted the gift, for it was most likely by the look of the man, his only possession short of a dirt covered mass of hair in this ever increasing cold. Saberrak and the man exchanged a long stare, quietly, for how long the minotaur lost track of. It seemed to the horned warrior that he was at peace, safe, and that he could rest while he stood, feeling like he had awoke from a full rest yet wide awake.


  “Saberrak, I can smell you Saberrak. Why don’t you just give up the escape and come with me, it would be quicker for you.” The voice snapped the gray out of whatever had happened here, turning to hide in the shadows of the great pillar. Chalas’ voice, deep, taunting, he was outside the pit right past the broken wall. Saberrak turned to motion for the man to take cover but there was no one there, stone scroll in hand, the minotaur stood alone in the pit. The man with the blue glowing eyes was gone.


  The gray tucked the scroll into his belt, knelt down to the body of the dead albino minotaur, picked up the great scimitar and moved down further into the pit. Water filled the lower portion, still surveying for the mysterious man or blue glowing eyes, Saberrak moved toward the unknown again. A stairwell, a stone set of stairs, old and worn, was spiraling upward into more light. The horned one moved faster trying to make up for the lost time in the pit. Up he went, pushing his legs faster and harder, taking three or four steps at a time. He kept his head down and noticed his chest had no wounds, no cuts from the vicious troll claws, not a scratch. He could not explain it, it was as if it never happened at all.


  “Nice work on your cousin, fugitive. And the local troll wildlife as well, you have been busy!” yelled the sarcastic voice of the horned brown hunter. Saberrak knew he had to get to open ground to face Chalas Kalaza, in a tight area with no room to move the killer could overpower him. He kept moving, knowing that two handed greatsword was already out and ready in the hands of his pursuer, he heard it dragging and tapping the stone behind him in the distance. The gray knew that silence was his ally here despite his urges to retort and fight.


  The top of the stairs were in sight, at least ten floors later, and much more light shone, almost too much for his underground eyes. Saberrak looked at the area, open ruined buildings, green grass, wet smells in the proximity, gray sky, and the air that moved. Breaking his fascination of his first step to the surface, he looked at the stairs knowing his enemy came closer every moment, an enemy he was not equipped to battle today. Saberrak looked where to hide and then noticed the loose stones at the top of the stairs, large square stones, old and cracked. He thought for a moment and dropped the scimitar down toward the middle of the spiraling stairs where the clang echoed several times until it rattled faintly out of sight. At least three floors down, “perfect” said the gray and backed up about fifteen feet under the strange sky.


  “Is this a warning cousin, for if...?” the words cut off as Saberrak, knowing the place his foe stood near, rushed the stones above. Head lowered, arms in front of his curved white horns, the gray crushed his body into the stone, heaving his very breath and every pound of muscle into the rock. Slowly, cracking a bit, the top stone fell down the stairs, then another, then more. Crashing, crumbling, like an avalanche of boulders into a stone home, the stairway filled with dust and dirt and clouds of debris that flew into the air. The minotaur, knowing that Chalas had time to get out of the way, glanced around to get his bearings. The brown champion would have to find another way out and begin his search anew and Saberrak hoped to be long gone from here, wherever here was, by then. Someday, he would return to free his father and brother, someday.


  He crept round ruined walls and buildings, ancient and smelling of old battles and ogre stench. Saberrak saw none, but could detect that they had been here as much as an hour or so ago. He made his way carefully, axe in one hand, chain and grappling hook in the other and came to the base of a hill that supported a great ruined tower of stone. Getting down on his hands and knees, the minotaur crept up the hill to get a better view. Where was he, he wondered, a vast city and more stretched in all directions save one. Nothing moved in or out of this mass ruined dwelling except for the sound of water behind him over a cliff. An ocean with no end in sight, larger than any underground lake he had dreamed of, threw waves and wind with fresh and salty air to his nose. What was this place, and why did so little move here he thought more. The minotaur heard faint words, not in Agarian, a womans voice, singing perhaps, and beautifully at that. Faint, to the eastern side of this forgotten city, he heard the only sound of another being. Saberrak, thinking that answers about where he is could be there, moved down the hill from the tower of Arouland toward the melody, curious and enchanted the same.


  



   


  Shinayne I:I


  The Western Wastes


  Her stone pile was perfectly laid, not one out of place on the small mound the elven woman admired. Tears streamed down her raised cheeks, down her tan luminescent skin and soaked into her golden curly hair, the cold breeze drying her sadness around the neck. Shinayne had known Nathaniel, a brave scout for her royal T’Sarrin family, for over a century since she was a child. Her curved elven blade and matching shortblade sheathed and cleaned of troll blood, she began to sing the Vytha Vahann, the story of an elf’s life usually choired by everyone that knew the deceased and in grand ceremony. Not here, thought Shinayne, only herself to sing it to the fey spirits that would guide Nathaniel back to the forests, for her other companion, Bedesh, was not an elf. Her voice choked in her elven tongue as she laid poetic verse and tribute to what she knew of Nathaniel, his life, his family, and swore to the Fey Court of the Whitemoon, wherever they were, that she would seek justice on the trolls for his murder. Bedesh, the forest satyr, merely kept quiet and looked down at the stones, hoping to see them move and for this to not have happened. His sorrow kept inside for respect of the lady he escorted.


  Shinayne finished the eulogy, the song seeming to calm all life within earshot, and pulled her purple cloak around her to keep out the cold while the fine mesh of chain from her homeland chilled her through her clothing. This place, Chazzrynn, deep to the south on the continent of Agara, was not like her tropical homeland of Kilikala. She received no bows of recognition for her status, no cheerful greetings in her elven language, not even board or food in the cities upon her arrival. She dismissed her complaints quickly, breathing in reality that she was many months from home, had enough coin, and cared not for such things. All that mattered was finding Lavress.


  The satyr took a knee next to the stones, drawing out his longsword and began to sharpen it as his fur stood up in places as the wind blew harder on the southeast side of this ruined city. He watched as the elven lady, his friend and companion, meandered toward the small pond, boots crunching the frozen grass as she walked. Bedesh knew that she and Nathaniel were close, but fathomed in silence that he could not fully understand at thirty seasons old how elves dealt with the loss of loved ones they had known for centuries. The trolls had been many he recalled, hitting fast in the night and despite the keen senses of the three of them, and fantastic skill with weapons, they were outnumbered two to one. Flashes of memory hit him. Nathaniel’s lithe form being torn by the horrid green and black beasts and no way to get through to him as he fought. The red eyes in the night, the screeching, and all of this was for the lost lover of Shinayne. He kept quiet, kept his pain inside his chest and let the lady take her mourning in peace.


  She walked to the edge of the pond, staring into the dark blue waters, searching for an answer in the lifeless reflection. None came. Shinayne closed her eyes, she was no tracker like Nathaniel, she did not know where to go from here she admitted to herself. The trolls would return at night, perhaps ogre during the day, and now only she and the satyr remained. The elf envisioned her lover, Lavress Tilaniun, his darker skin almost brown, his tattoos of honor from his homeland Gualidura, his piercing amber eyes staring into her aquamarine orbs trimmed with silver, and his long brown hair pulled tight behind his pointed ears. She recalled every visit to the island capital he made as emissary from his wood enshrouded kingdom, sneaking away to tell stories and share warmth. She recalled, after seventy or more years together, when he was offered to join the Hedim Anah, usually reserved only for noble elves from Kilikala, not a wood elf savage like Lavress. The Hedim Anah, guardians of the Court of Whitemoon, was a group that sought to protect the elven secrets of any of the elf realms, even from other elves. The temples of the Whitemoon were few in Agara, and the Court of the Whitemoon moved throughout them in secret always protected by the Hedim Anah. Whether diplomatic travels, guarding royalty, scouting for signs of danger, or hunting down stolen relics, Lavress must go where they ordered. It was a great honor said to be chosen by Seirena herself, Goddess of the fey, and then passed to her son Siril, God of the elves, and then directly to the elders of the mysterious court. Grand stories told to elf children and passed on through the ages, yet still an honor that few may ever understand lest they receive it themselves.


  Shinayne remembered the tales Lavress told her in private of tracking Altestani spies from the human empire of the north, foiling Shalokahn elf ambushes from rival families, and her lover’s last mission to hunt down Eliah Shendrynn the rogue high elf wizard who had stolen four of the eleven tomes of high magic from Kilikala. She daydreamed of the preparing she did in secret from her uncle, the king of Kilikala, training with griffon riders, stowing away on elven vessels to learn the seas, and coercing the high elven guard to let her train with blades in the Junael Forests. All over decades of secrecy of love, passion, hope, and dreams that she now followed despite King Naladra’s orders.


  Shinayne paced back toward kneeling Bedesh, appreciating his silence. “Which way now, my friend? The tracks lead through the ruins to the south, Nathaniel said last night.”


  “My lady, perhaps we should...” he was cut off by a stare to end all stares, from the most beautiful elf he had ever met, and one that beamed her sad eyes at him now.


  “If you intend to honor his death, and our friendship, Bedesh of Haven Glen, then please do not dissuade me from what my heart is telling me. I will not merely give up. Now let’s be off.” Her high elven dialect was difficult for the satyr, but the message was undeniable, they were heading deeper south after Lavress, who was after some other dangerous elf.


  Bedesh knew well enough that she would not be swayed, that her emotions would only further her determination and that further south meant even more cold. He wondered if she knew how it was to be out in this weather with only fur. Feeling the obvious from his partner, Bedesh picked up the longbow, Nathaniel’s longbow and quiver of arrows, and followed the elf south over a worn stone bridge into yet more ruins. He glanced over his shoulder to where the stone collapse was heard some time ago. The satyr did not like this place, having more than a chill air to raise his covering of brown hair.


  The elf maiden kept her hands on her blade grips tightly, sneaking softly around the corner of an old stone building, she could smell feces fresh and strong. Shinayne heard the crunching of bone and meat, something eating something else she thought feverishly. Peering round, she caught sight of an ogre not twenty feet away, yellowish skin dabbled in blood and crumbs of meat and squatting over a black horned deer, or what was left of it. Sensing the approach of her small horned friend from behind and feeling the presence of his shaking bow ready, she raised her leather gloved hand for him to stop, reaching back without looking and touching one of the little white and furry horns on his head to calm him.


  “Lady T’Sarrin, an ogre, oh, let me kill it where it sits.” whispered the forest satyr, trembling with fear, shaking with anger at the defilement of a beautiful male deer being ravaged in such a manner.


  “Not yet, their may be more to the ...” Thewwwmmm, the arrow loosed from Nathaniel’s bow and a spark of green mist followed the enchanted bolt reminding the two of them that the weapon had fey magic enchanted upon it. Through the neck and the tip bursting flesh on the other side, the ogre dropped his kill, reaching to pull the bloody arrow with one hand and grabbing for a greataxe that was at least a foot taller than the elf woman.


  “Damn it Bedesh!” Shinayne cursed through her pursed lips drawing her curved elven longblade in the right and matching shortsword with the left, moving quickly to the bleeding beast. With one fluid motion she slashed across the thick animal hides covering its chest drawing more blood and knocking it back, cutting its armor and flesh. Then with the off hand she plunged the blade deep above the ribs near the heart, perfect in form and stance. The eyes of the ogre rose barely to hers, still sitting, and then closed and the body followed into death, slumping to the ground over the deer. Not a sound, the two stood perfectly still, listening, looking at each other unblinking, and waiting for more ogre to come out of somewhere. The satyr readied a second arrow not paying mind to the fact the beast was dead before he could think to reload, dead from the elven speed of his companion.


  “Next time, when I say hold, you hold.” She turned to look at the beast, examining its size of nearly twice her own, and the smell. “Ogre shit where they eat, Bedesh, which must be the foulest thing I have seen yet in this journey. Let us move on, carefully this time please.” said the elf looking down under the kill of the deceased ogre and spying the source of the stench.


  “Sometimes I pee when I run or get excited …sometimes.” shrugged the satyr, glancing at his own small puddle below with rapidly blinking eyes. He was not overly disgusted with where one relieves themselves, ogre or otherwise, he had grown up in the forests and was of the forest after all.


  Through what must have been a main road into the center of this city, centuries in deprivation, the two walked along broken cobblestones and frosted brown weeds growing through the long lost street. More silence, birds moving from window to broken ledges as they passed, yet a curious bird remained perfectly still atop an old flagpole from an unrecognizable ancient building. An owl, white with black spots and two long draped tails stared at them, following their every move from its rest some fifteen feet high, the yellow eyes blinking in the cold breeze. “Two-tailed watch owl. That would bring ten pounds of gold coin from any noble, even here in the south.” admired the woman, watching in awe at the calmness of the large bird in such a place as this. Feathers reminded her of Lavress, Shinayne concentrated on her lost lover, his features, her feelings, and kept close eye for any tracks that he might have been following, sure that she would see none of his, she never had. They had been only hours behind what Nathaniel was sure were the tracks of Eliah Shendrynn and had seen evidence of someone close behind the thief of a wizard and traitor to his own people. Shinayne was sure it was Lavress that followed, she could feel it.


  The elf crouched down on a knee, slowly drawing her matching curved blades, keeping the longblade out further than the short one in guard form. She had heard something moving from behind and from the front, behind a set of monuments and above ground tombs near what was left of an unknown temple. She also knew with her elven senses, that whatever came from behind was cautious, whatever was approaching from the old cemetery was not, and that there were even more behind them. She looked to the sky, silently but consciously asking for protection from Siril, son of Seirena, God of the elves. There were three trolls now, hissing and squinting their black eyes in the overcast daylight, shivering a bit, yet hungry and moving to surround the two forest companions. She looked to her friend who was aiming the opposite way, and then she looked for an escape route, not to flee, but to prevent them from being encircled by trolls and the horned beast that Bedesh was aiming at with the bow.


  The satyr held tight his grip, hearing silence from the elf and seeing trolls with his peripheral vision, yet he could not remove his stare from the massive gray minotaur that slowly walked toward him. Arms at his side holding a great double bladed axe and a grappling hook and chain, quietly and carefully it walked, head and horns lowered, staring at him with those eyes and tattoos of horns under them. A murderous beast with almost as little clothing as himself coming straight for him, and Bedesh froze in fear. He had seen trolls and ogre, even a giant once in the Bori mountains, but never a minotaur. He glanced over his shoulder seeing Shinayne ready and poised to face three horrid green trolls, their ribs showing from lack of food, and he took a breath, waiting for an order or guidance from the woman. Heavy breath formed out of the nostrils of the gray beast as it huffed out a threatening grunt from its chest, snapping Bedesh’s attention back forward. Heavy footsteps and more snorting grunts from the minotaur as it began to move faster now, lowering its shoulders and jogging toward the satyr’s readied bow. He looked again at those eyes, not sure if they were directed at him or past him, so he moved his head to the side of his aim to see if the gaze followed and it did not. The horned killer was not even paying attention to the satyr and gained more speed. Closing quickly, Bedesh whirled around seeing the trolls almost within arms reach of Shinayne, and let an arrow fly into the closest one which had three arms. Screeching sounded the same moment the arrow struck with a green flash of the arcane and Bedesh quickly reached for another arrow, the trolls lunging for the elf. He silently prayed that he did not turn his back to a minotaur that was about to kill him.


  Her longblade swung high at the first trolls face, feigning to back up a step and miss, then she stepped forward twice under the beasts’ claws, slashing the curved off hand sword across its abdomen. Shinayne tucked into a roll to the left, avoiding the other two, stood up cutting across the low spine with the longblade and twice with the short through the spine on the third cut. Another arrow whistled through the cold above the elf’s head into the eye of her adversary. The troll fell bellowing its screams at the sky, its top half collapsing onto its lower half, squirming and reaching out at her as she backed up on guard for the next.


  Two left, and then there was only one a blink later as some mass of gray muscle, horn, and steel hurled through the air and went rolling with its unsuspecting prey in a blur of roaring and screeching. Shinayne paid no mind to what beasts did to other beasts here, she focused on the wretched one closing in on her, swatting at foot long black claws as they ripped toward her face. Sidestepping and deflecting as fast as the troll could come at her, she waited for the right moment. The two encircling each other, the elf on the defensive end of weaving claws and then it lunged to grab her. Yet another whisk of green mist as the arrow from Bedesh hit true in the other trolls chest. The woman turned around on one foot to the right, blades out at shoulder height, the small curved blade sticking into the trolls arm on completion of the turn, the longblade severing the limb above the elbow in a fluid motion. She followed with inhuman speed and accuracy with an upward slash, reversing the grip and pointing the tip through the throat of the howling fanged beast and continued the stroke through the jaw and into the skull. The troll spun around, despite the pain it inflicted to itself as it was impaled, and tried to reach her with its remaining arm. She easily ducked and riposted with the shortblade cutting across the throat nicking her other sword then finished the cut with a backhand slash through the neck. The green blood covering the inscriptions on her swords, then splashing onto her leather boots, she mercifully and with disgust, cleaved what strand still held the fiends head on and turned toward the south, ready to face whoever stood up first.


  “I think, my lady, that minotaur hates trolls as well. Might want to let him finish that one.” said the satyr, still pointing his arrow at the two combatants. The two watched for a few seconds, the screeching and snarling stopped, the snapping of the backbone from an axe ensured that.


  The minotaur stood, turning and walking confidently toward the two, “The third ran off with your arrow in it, little horned one, there will be more very soon.” the minotaur spoke in Agarian.


  Stares, the two looked at each other, then back at the hulk of horned danger before them, both surprised that yet another fight for their lives was not about to begin. Neither companion had thought this beast would speak Agarian, let alone fluent. Only the satyr showed his relief. “Bedesh of Haven Glen, big horned one, and this is Lady Shinayne T’Sa...”


  “Well met and all, but it can wait” snorted Saberrak, walking past them and peering over some old stone wall, smelling the air. “Ogre, many, I can smell them. Which way out of this place?”


  “We are traveling south, minotaur, and until I have your name, there will be two of us heading that way.” retorted Shinayne arrogantly. Despite her noble demeanor, she too, was sensing the pursuit of many creatures from the north and west, the inner city. They were now being hunted and had attracted attention. Her stubbornness would not sway and she stood her ground, cleaning her blades on her cloak, nose raised and waiting for an answer from this gray bull-man.


  “Saberrak the gray of Zeress, now let’s move.” huffed the gladiator, not in the mood for these games or for giving their enemies any more time to close.


  “Saberrak eh? And where is Zeress? I have never heard of it. Is it near here?” the satyr spoke too fast, too curious for Saberrak’s taste and he received the same stare as the trolls did in return. A stare Bedesh could not hold, he was nervous and blinked too much when he felt pressured.


  “Just Saberrak. Zeress is the slavemaster that owned me once, not a place, and I will not be returning to where I came from ever. Just Saberrak. Enough questions.” Saberrak stated with absolute resolution that almost seemed a threat to Bedesh. He understood perfectly, deep secrets thought the satyr, provoking more curiosity that he dared not investigate, at least not yet.


  The elf moved forward, shaking her head in superiority and disagreement with this new warrior, at least on the outside. Inside she knew there was not enough elven coin on her to buy help like this, not help that could rend a troll in two like this minotaur. Being noble and wise, she knew she should show quite the opposite of what she thought, keeping her one step ahead of everyone. “This is the trail we were following when our scout was killed last night” she stated, pointing the tip of her blade at a faint line of dirt on a piece of cobblestone. “Can you follow that, Saberrak the gray, no longer of Zeress?”


  Saberrak snorted at the sarcasm and arrogance of this elf thinking she must be royalty or thinks herself as such anyway. She was not like the elves he saw in Unlinn. They were pale skinned, dark haired and had dark eyes, more like men with tight features and pointed ears. Some he had seen even had strange black markings on their face, not like his tattoos, more akin to birthmarks or a disease he recalled. Even the ogre gave wide berth to those elves when they came to trade underground. No, he thought, this one was elegant, bronze and tan, with otherworldly and enchanting features unlike he had ever seen. Most likely her melodic voice he heard, most likely others heard it as well. And traveling with a furry little horned goat man with a bow, out here in this dangerous ruined place, such arrogance thought the minotaur. “I can follow your little elf tracks easily, perhaps in the dark.” He replied snidely. The minotaur appreciated confidence, but would not think to mention that to the elf, she had enough an ego already he assured himself.


  Huffing out his chest and smelling the air, the Saberrak followed what little he could of the trail, Bedesh and the elf close behind him. He knew not where he was, where he was heading, but strength in numbers was better than dying alone and lost in the middle of nowehere.


  “ I don’t know if we can trust him Bedesh, keep a close eye on his movements and see if he is really on the trail or no.” said Shinayne in high elven, sure that the gray warrior could not speak her native tongue.


  “Yes my lady”, was about all Bedesh knew in high elven, but he understood much of what he heard, growing up with wood elves to the north. The dialects were similar and he knew also that Shinayne was distrustful of the minotaur; it showed in her every gesture. The satyr felt safer with the big horned brute in the lead than without him and that is all that he needed, a little bit more security in this dreadful place.


  Light snow flurried through the cold air, and Shinayne watched as the minotaur saw what must be his first snowfall, probably the onset of his first winter. She followed his movements, realizing that Bedesh was not, and the path through the city he took. His scars she noticed as well, dozens across his back split with a mane of black hair starting from between his huge curved horns. How strange this must be to him, she thought. For a moment Shinayne had forgot to concentrate on Lavress Tilaniun, for a moment the elf also forgot her parents in exile. She did not feel momentarily the resentment of assassination attempts on her father by the failing elf kingdom of Shalokahn. Shinayne had not felt in hours the pain of loss when she and her younger sisters were left to live with her aunt and uncle, relatives assigned to the throne of Kilikala for safety of her family, crushing the dreams and prides of a young princess. No longer an heir, no longer the daughter of the king of the most powerful and beautiful of elven nations, that pain had only left when in the company of Lavress of Gualidura. Now Shinayne realized that he must have moved further ahead, for she was not reminded of why she needed him so, the hurt that he removed. She quickened her pace, hoping to feel closer to the elf her heart yearned for.


  “This is not the way, we are off his trail, I can feel it Saberrak” Breathed the elf, desperately wanting to sense her lover getting closer.


  “If we go back, my lady, more trolls or worse” whimpered an already nervous Bedesh, lowering his bow and taking quick count of the arrows he had few of left in the quiver.


  “It would be unwise to retrace our steps through the city, and I have no trail to follow on old ruined streets. Get me further out and I will track your friend, elf.” huffed the gray gladiator, not patient with lost time or feelings for direction, he wanted to keep the pace moving away from whatever else followed. Saberrak knew what would be following, and wanted to get as far from that ruin as possible. “Is there not shelter near here?”


  “My home is six weeks north at a quick pace, near Gualidura. Lady T’Sarrin’s is over double that across the Soltaic Ocean where it has never seen cold or snow. We are as familiar with the west of Chazzrynn as you, big-horn” Bedesh grinned and blinked, pushing the familiarity and friendship a little fast as was his nature. The satyr enjoyed getting a rise in attention out his conversations.


  “Where is he?! You tell him I am here, and to face me! I challenge your king filth ogre, and every last one of your bastard race! Come and meet your deaths one at a time, or together! I care not!”


  The three stood in quiet, hearing the roaring challenge from the north edge of the outer city, from a man the whole city could have heard. Grunts and yells, not in the challenging Agarian tongue either, came from the distance as well. Shinayne drew her matching elven blades, Bedesh nocked an arrow in the enchanted bow of his dead friend, and Saberrak smiled from under his horns and brands, gripping his double bladed axe and chain. One thing more than confidence or arrogance the minotaur admired was absolute fearlessness. Some stupid human challenging a city of trolls and ogre. “Fearless” he huffed under his grin. Following the elves’ keen senses, the three rushed back north through the western waste to see who else was here doing battle against the horrid natives all alone.


  



  


  Kendari I:I


  Under the Ruins of Arouland


  Blood dripped from the trolls missing arm, yet it still had two, and two arrows buried in its soft green and warted flesh as well. “ther a wass a mintar’ and a smaller mintar’ master, and a witchy one liking you. The witchy one cutsss off mee arm” hissed the troll, trying to speak the little Agarian it knew through black fangs and the pain of its third arm slowly regrowing. The seven other trolls listened and looked, scowling and smiling, listening to every mispronunciation as if their kinsman had some important revelation from their wretch of whatever they call a God to deliver to them. Kendari stepped toward them, slowly, looking one last time at the mess of three dead trolls and an albino minotaur that bloodied the new underground chamber. As he stepped forward, each of them stepped back not daring to meet the dark green gaze of their employer with their black ones. Weapons not even drawn, only the injured troll messenger stood halfway still at Kendari’s slow approach, slow and silent as death itself.


  “My-No-Tar. Minotaur, you wretched excuse for a thug.” Kendari pulled one arrow out, flesh attached still and blood running green from the open wound. The troll flinched, feigning a smile of enjoyment though the elf hunter knew better, he knew that it hurt for he twisted as he pulled purposefully. “It is pronounced, minotaur, and did it look like that one?” the hunter nodded toward the dead white shaggy one face up and split wide open on the stone. Before it could answer the troll felt another arrow rip from his chest, this time there was no smile, only screeching and backing up with claws raised. Kendari dropped the arrows, letting them clatter on the stone floor, showing his complete stone-faced lack of concern for this band of swamp savages. Hissing ensued from the other seven, seeing their cousin injured and mistreated, bravery began to boil like a wave of warm air between them, rising and blowing troll pride quickly. “Whatever is out there, has killed one of its own, freed something there from those chains, and murdered three of your kin along with the four that have not returned last night and this morning” the cursed elf stated, placing hands on his blades, turning his back and pacing a step or three, a gesture that quickly dismissed the growing thoughts of mutiny in the chamber. Fearful, the trolls watched his hands. “Shall we find them?” Kendari turned in the light from above showing his dark green eyes, pale skin, black hair pulled back and from under his cloak the myriad designs of black veins that patterned in swirls and edges mystical over his entire face marking him as Nadderi. They knew only that he was a living curse of elvenkind, cursed by his own people for crimes that could never be spoken nor redeemed. It was the gravest elven curse that could not be removed and only given to the foulest elves by the Court of the Whitemoon. It was a curse that Kendari, unlike most other Nadderi, had endured for the last four centuries of existence. Nadderi disappeared, committed suicide, were hunted and killed, or did not survive their administration of punishment. Kendari had never seen one of his kind that had lived for more than a decade, or a moment with his blades, so to spite Seirena and Siril he not only survived, he vowed to make the Gods wish they had never cursed him, until his very last breath. That day may be closing, thought the killer, running his fingers through his tied hair, knowing that a few telltale signs of gray had woven their way in as of late. So far, however, the elven swordsman had lived up to his vow.


  The Nadderi elf ignored the excitement so easily roused in his hissing and screeching mercenaries and they began moving toward the surface through the passageways he had hunted for months now. Kendari knew to stay away from the dead trolls, for the decaying process released something in the air that one did not want to catch. Trollice they called it, and for the most part incurable unless burned off quickly as the onset occurred, or having friends and money in the local temples or churches. Troll breeding was a horror that even the cursed hunter did not want to see again, and trollice was the only other way the foul race of giant fiends survived. Kendari had seen his fare share of those infected, transforming green and soft, mushy rabbits and birds at times that had become too curious, infected from the bodies of the dead trolls that had not been burned, allowing rot to spread. The hunter also was well aware of the games the trolls played at night with those they found infected, and that thought did bring a smile to his black veined face. More light and traces of snow, yet the other trolls he had sent searching for treasure seekers here in the ruins of Arouland still had not returned. Usually due to rending and playing with their captives, feeding voraciously on their finds, but lately here the ogre had been emerging from various places above and below the lost city. Kendari had interrogated an escaped dwarf just the day before, who confessed before his unfortunate death by the blade, that he and others had escaped from Unlinn. The elf knew the city well, had traded captives there before, and escape was a rare thing indeed. Now some collapses dotted his passageways and new areas were being uncovered monthly by explorers and groups from the east. The chamber with the giant chains intrigued him as to exactly what was held there and how long it had remained, lastly who had cut those chains and why. Kendari saw much changing here with the plague and ogre vanishing and a definite increase of activity, rewarding him with long awaited killing and looting the looters for his employer, Salah-Cam.


  The cursed swordsman drew out his necklace from behind his steel fitted chain shirt hidden behind his black clothing and cloak. He whispered Feszra Faeyl to the small round red stone set in a clawed hand and his eyes glowed red the same color. The trolls stopped behind him, shuffling, sniffing for a smell of the magic, whispering in their decadent savage tongue to each other, but keeping distance from their deadly leader. Kendari walked closer to what led to the outside, now a recent cave-in of rubbled staircase. He kept walking, hand on the pommel of his enchanted longsword, the smooth onyx pyramid fitting in his gloved hand perfectly. No vibration from the sword, he thought, means nothing hidden by the arcane nearby so whatever is around will be visible and in plain sight. His eyes gazed ahead, knowing he was close to another set of stairs below the undercity of Arouland, these were clear and now he sensed it. Arcane flashes of orange and blue came into his vision, small dots near the surface, he could see the magic in a way from far distances as he concentrated on the amulet. Several he thought, one very close, a sword, an enchanted sword being held now by the way its aura moved in his vision. Kendari put the necklace back, letting his eyes turn green and adjust to the dark once again. Most often the treasures he killed for were scrolls of old texts, wands or potions of useless or expired magical infusions he sold off. Not for over a century since he found his other longsword that burned hot with arcane heat had he sensed or seen a treasure he actually desired.


  “Gentlemen, we have something to kill for, this way if you would.” sarcasm dripped as the Nadderi drew the other blade from over his hip, small trails of heat and steam whisked about in the cold air emanating from the straight longsword. The trolls hissed and screeched in some deprived glee, like nine foot tall starving hideous children looking for a plaything. They put as much distance as possible between them and the elf upon passing him up the stairs, especially with the heated blade drawn. That too, put a grin on the murderous elf’s face and he turned to follow his troupe to the surface.


  Laughter, hissing, cackling, mind numbing troll laughter is what the elf walked past as he approached the upper wall of the old guard summit. His mercenaries parted and quieted a bit, allowing him to peer over the crumbling wall and see what the entertainment was on the surface. The elf instantly recognized the sword, broadsword laid with gold and ending in a griffons head pommel, winged crosspiece, wielded by a brave and foolish human. Kendari thought broadswords a bit too short and heavy for his taste, lacking the balance and length of his blades and being relegated to getting closer to his opponent took much of the foreplay out of the killing he enjoyed. Besides the blade he desired, the man wielding it was yelling challenges in Agarian, dirty, blood smattered, unshaven for years, and obviously insane. A lost knight of Southwind? the elf wondered by his tabard, yet nearly stumbling and surrounded by ten beasts all ready to fight over who gets to beat him to death first, and not a one of them speaking anything but ogre.


  Kendari knew that this was still ogre land, despite King Mikhail of Chazzrynn declaring it open a few years back, and the ogre did not like visitors. They had become embittered years back after the plague and would kill troll, minotaur, human, or anything else on their territory. Kendari knew they even had a king, and that no barter or amount of coin would get this fool, or even himself, out of ogre hands. Not that the Nadderi elf cared in the least who might dare oppose him, ogre king or human. “Quiet idiots, we wait until they finish this one off, and then take them and the blade as they calm down. Wait for my order.” The elf crouched by an outcropping of rubble he could slide down quickly and prepared for ambush, that was unless the ogre left the sword in the street below. He thought his strategy quickly, admitting the trolls despite eight in number, would barely be enough to keep the ogre distracted, but would not kill more than four or so. The ogre were trained some in battle and had weapons, the trolls would be pummeled yet would most likely stand up and continue the fight after a few moments of their monstrous regenerative capabilities. In the meantime, Kendari thought he would cut his way to the leader who would most likely take the kill with him as a trophy, and then cut him down quickly, leaving the squabbling mess until he got tired of hearing it. Then he would finish the remaining weary and exhausted ogre off and make his way back to the troll camp to the east to take the haul back to Salah-Cam. Easy enough, so thought out that the cursed hunter barely got a smile across his face in anticipation. How many times, he wondered, had he killed small platoons or tribes of this race or that to loot and test his mastery of the sword? How many ventures left him craving a worthy opponent? Kendari knew he could take all ten of the ogre himself and the thought crossed his mind to charge in now, forget the trolls, and defy his aging body. He was fighting his redundancy more than any enemy or target. He could kill five for Seirena and five for Siril and slaughter the foolish human for the Court of the Whitemoon. His thoughts tightened his grip on the hot blade in his right hand and that familiar smile creased the elf’s face.


  “Where is Avegarne, murderous coward of a king of ogre? Where is your bastard army, when did you build that memorial?!” the man was stumbling a bit, exhaustion thought the elven swordsman, or perhaps a bit too much beer this morning. Kendari began to wonder if the man might be insane or suicidal rather than brave, as the ten ogre surrounding him did not reply in Agarian nor could they have built the fine graveyard he pointed at with his waving of the broadsword. Avegarne? Kendari thought, having heard that name, realizing that he indeed was the deformed king of the ogre here, he had seen him once selling slaves in Unlinn. How could this man know that, thought the elf, and why did he dare challenge him here and alone? Questions came faster than answers in the old mercenary’s mind, and he hesitated, daydreaming about the possibility of wanting to at least interrogate this human before killing him for maybe he knew something of value that could lead to more things of value. Then he would kill him.


  



   


  Exodus I:I


  Ruins of Arouland


  Burning blood pumped hard in James’ head, his voice beginning to go hoarse from the shouting. This is how he wanted it, to die surrounded by the ogre of the western waste, killing as many as he could in front of his brothers buried on the hill. To die bravely with them watching, he steadied himself, sword pointed out on guard and shield ready. The resigned knight said his prayer to Alden the merciful, “For God and Heaven my brothers” tracing the feathered cross left to right, then top to bottom and around as he spoke the phrase. His last thought, smiling as it came to him, was of wishing he had a bit of Caberran wine left from the journey.


  The ogre, tired of bickering, began to raise weapons, clubs, spiked maces, rusty swords, and axes, shouting now of who would be the one to kill this ragged knight. James stared at the largest one, nearly another man taller than he, scarred face, tusks of yellow from his lower jaw and a fearsome stare was returned. He stepped forward, sword raised in a salute, blade close to the old knights nose, and lunged with all the weary energy he could muster. Perhaps no one took him seriously, but not one of them moved. The ogre were silent, all was silent and James wondered if he were dead already as time seemed to freeze. He pulled the blade back from the ogre’s chest, blood staining the skinned hides and his blade red with steaming crimson in the crisp air. It fell to its knees, still staring and fell into James’ shield, sliding off face first onto the hard ages old stone street. Without further hesitation, and a drunks’ hope that he could win this fight, he raised his shield and blade again.


  Another fell, gripping his back and roaring in pain, the handle of an axe rising from behind its shoulder and the ogre closed in. Screeching in the distance, trolls on a charge over the ruined wall to his right, James deflected an axe blow with his shield, ducked another backswing and cut high at an ogre face splitting it from ear to nose with an underhand cut then he backed up more. Another ogre turned away, an arrow piercing through its ribs as the battle calls and roars were deafening like thunder now. James noticed green lighted mist from the tip the ogre tried to remove and confusion set in. Another moved in swinging for his legs and the knight planted his shield to the ground stopping the blow short and cut across the top of his shield maiming the ogres arm. Before it could rear another attack, James turned his wrist over and cut back a bit higher, cutting this enemies throat like butter. It gurgled, James’ shield pummeled it to the ground several times, fighting to regain its footing on smeared and red stained stone. The knight backpedaled, hitting softer ground now off of the broken street. Yet another ogre fell from sight, yelling something of a curse in its chopped dialect and James distinctly saw an elven woman standing over it. Tan, beautiful, she plunged two curved blades into the beasts’ chest as it struggled to reach her face with a dying arm. A club hit the knight in the shoulder, glancing and nicking his ear. He snapped back to the front, only one there now, the rest facing trolls behind this one. The club came again and James met it with his shield head on, his arm numb from the ringing pain of the mighty attacks. Another over his head, and he ducked the onslaught, piercing the forearm of the ogre with his broadsword and then slashing low twice across the belly of the outstretched warrior. More roaring in unrivaled pain from his enemy, James readied a finishing lunge when the ogres head dropped to his feet from the blade of yet another ally. Another elf, pale, dark haired, and with black swirls of intricate vein design covering his flesh, all but the grin and deep eyes. “Well met elf, you all arrived at…” the blade cut the knights arm at the shoulder and searing heat doubled the pain of the wound that made a slight sizzle through his tabard. James gritted his teeth in a quiet burst of pain, surprised and off guard, stifling his lungs’ desire to scream from the burn. The smell of burned cloth, hair, and skin permeated the cold air about him.


  “Well met indeed.” smirked the cursed swordsman, one hand on another blade still sheathed at his side and stepping in for the kill.


  James Andellis saw trolls getting back up from the ground, fighting and clawing at ogre warriors, a gray minotaur pulling his axe from one with horns dripping red, arrows with green mist flying through the air at them both, and confusion set in, his mind cloudy. Another perfectly laid attack toward the drunken knight, blocked by his shield, barely in time with the inhuman speed of his adversary. James tried to riposte, but the blade pulled too much pain from the wound in his shoulder and the elf deflected the broadsword effortlessly.


  Kendari spun low under the weakened guard of the man in front of him, and cut at the thigh, perfectly across and even back on guard behind him now as he continued his steps. James went down on that knee, pain shooting through the leg, his chain mail cut through and more heat and blistered skin forced him to scream out this time as he fell to the ground with shield raised and sword dropped.


  “Less than impressive, knight, disappointing to say the least.” the Nadderi paced around by the blade, kicking it out of reach. Kendari looked up, seeing his trolls doing what he had expected, getting pummeled by the ogre yet keeping them distracted enough and to their applaud, returning to the fight quickly as their wounds rapidly healed themselves. Kendari surveyed the area for the archer that had been annoying at best, a satyr he validated. Just in time gazing to his left, he saw a flash of gray hurdle over a falling troll coming at him, head lowered. Kendari knew minotaur tactics well, and flattened himself instantly to the grass next to the knight he had defeated. The horned charge missed him by inches and crashed into the grove of trees behind him. “That was close was it not?” he sneered, face to face with a half conscious victim. Within a blink, the elven swordsman was on his feet, widened his stance, lowering his balance, and awaited the return of the gray minotaur.


  Shinayne quickened her pace, sidestepping ogre and troll attacks, arrows from Bedesh covering her from behind, avoiding the beasts that were busy killing each other. She gripped her blades tightly, spinning the curved short blade every few seconds, concentrating on the elf across the field of battle. Her thoughts connected with her emotions, fear, anger, and disbelief swirled as one. The elf woman had never seen an elf with the Nadderi curse, yet all her senses and memory told her what this elf was and she knew it had to be put to death. No elf could allow a Nadderi to live. They were allowed to let them wander the forest of eternal night to find their place to die and reflect, but never allowed to escape, let alone raise an army of trolls. This rogue elf was nothing more than a fugitive of final orders from the Court of the Whitemoon and a curse on the world that needed to be put down like a sick animal. Nothing more, save that Shinayne knew as all elves did, that this curse was only given to those elves who had committed the foulest murderous crimes against the Gods and the elven nations. Hatred fueled her steps closer as Shinayne T’Sarrin closed within reach. Her sword drew within inches of the elf’s back, the shortblade on guard. “Drop your weapons Nadderi and this will be quick.” She stated nervously in elven, receiving strange looks from the confused and injured human she stood over.


  “An elven noble’s voice if I ever heard one, how did I get so lucky on such a dismal winter day?” Kendari’s voice reeked of contempt and sarcasm, his hand tight on his lowered blade. He loosed the clasp with his free hand, not letting the woman behind him see and as the black cloak fell from his shoulders he was in full roll forward and turning round on his high leather boots. Her blades cut through the garment, cuts that would have put the old cursed elf down for good had he been there. Shinayne pressed on, swinging outside to in with forward cuts and thrusts of her curved longblade, shorter direct cuts with the elven shortblade. Kendari deflected each attack with precision and amazing speed, backing up carefully in time with the offense from the beautiful woman. His ripostes at her aimed at the shoulders and body and she parried with the short blade, keeping her distance with the longsword out in front. Kendari smiled, turning sideways to dodge a thrust from her off hand, cutting down with his heated straight longsword, which was blocked by an upward cut from her. Toe to toe, her blades directly toward his chest on every swing, Kendari cut at her hair, taunting her to move in closer, Shinayne double blocked the longsword with both her weapons crossed. Simultaneously cutting out and forward after pushing her opponent back, she made contact with his elbow, cutting through the chain armor and drawing blood. Kendari’s smile widened, he moved faster on the back steps, parrying her increasing attacks, and giving him space.


  “I see you are serious here, my love.” taunting her with his smirks and green eyes staring into those amazingly bright aquamarine eyes so determined and full of hate. The Nadderi crossed his blade over to his left, drawing his second longsword with the right, then flipped them across in dazzling fashion, holding one pointed down in a strange reverse grip, the other blade up and forward as normal. “Now we are a match.” Kendari dove at her with two longswords, his grin wicked and beaming.


  Saberrak pulled his axe out of the troll’s ribcage, holding the body down with his heavy foot and chopped down once again with both mighty hands on the handle, severing the backbone and ending the screeching he despised. The ogre were down to four standing he noticed and seven of the trolls still fighting. He glanced at the foolish knight crawling to his feet using his sword as a crutch, and to the satyr out of arrows and fighting off a troll with his longsword, moving and dodging more than fighting. Another quick glance at the elves, blades moving in and out, sparking the air, Saberrak assumed the woman had control by the constant retreating steps of the pale one. A troll crossed his path heading east toward the human, who was in no shape to defend himself. The gray warrior heard the shouts of the ogre to one another in their tongue, seeing them back toward the city walls, swarmed with screeching fangs and green demons.


  Saberrak lowered his horns, axe in hand, beginning his charge of the troll he planned to crush from the side before it got to the helpless man. Over a crawling ogre, bleeding to death from the bites in his neck, and past another twitching with a decapitated troll arm buried claws deep in its chest, the minotaur crashed horns first into the troll seconds before it grabbed its meal. Tumbling end over end with the hissing beast in his grip, Saberrak held it close, horns buried in its side. Clawing at his face, blocking with the flat of his axe, the gladiator stood up with the troll bent over his horns. It flailed in pain as Saberrak lowered his axe into position. With a heave from his massive quadriceps, he lunged up, and then dropped quickly, releasing the screeching beast into the air and solid onto the upturned axe blade that cut it in two. Feeling his muscles ache, burning from days of exertion and battle, the minotaur surveyed again with his dark tattooed eyes, spotting ogre reinforcements traversing the steps from a high ruin wall some two hundred yards away. Good help for the troll problem thought Saberrak, but after that there would be a harder fight on their hands. “Shinayne, it is time to leave!” He bellowed with resolution, moving to pick up the injured man.


  Bedesh heard the order loud and clear, still being chased by a one armed troll and out of arrows. His eyes blinking feverishly, sword swinging wild, without the elven precision or knightly training of the rest the satyr felt helplessly outmatched. Hearing some direction from the powerful and capable minotaur gave him some confidence and relief. He still ran to put more distance between him and the quickly healing troll, closer to Shinayne, seeing her too far north with the other elf. Bedesh ran to assist and get his stubborn friend to head south away from the mass of ogre swarming to her end of the ruins.


  His longsword heavy even with two hands on the grip, the satyr turned to swing at the troll he knew was close behind. His security and bravery doubled being near the minotaur and closer to Shinayne so he turned and planted his hooves in the cold ground to stand and battle like his allies. The troll, having regrown half its missing limb, did not care for this little horned ones confidence and crashed right into him full speed, the longsword plunging through its ribs. Claws flailing, biting at Bedesh’s face, screeching in victory, the troll had the satyr pinned under its weight and slimy muscled skin. Bedesh could hardly breathe, his wind knocked out by the impact, then another mass of weight landed atop of the two, this troll not moving at all from its apparent head injury courtesy of the ogre standing over the mess. Bedesh froze, closed his eyes, still locking his arms to keep the live troll from devouring him, yet still as possible to avoid notice from the ogre above. He prayed mentally for Seirena’s blessing to not be killed this moment, for the ogre to not take notice of the troll trying to eat him ten feet under its nose. If he could have one wish from the earth mother of nature and the fey, it would be right here right now for any help she could give. His mind racing, the satyr thought of the last time he had prayed in a sacred grove or forest, and his doubts swarmed even more.


  Shinayne backed up, parrying the steaming longsword with her elven longblade, difficult as it was since the Nadderi was just as quick and then blocked the off hand cut with her shortblade. Her opponents’ speed beginning to increase, she riposted by double slicing inward with both weapons, which the cursed elf deflected with a cross parry from the off hand, her longblade nicking him on the forearm. Kendari pursued quickly with his right attack across her cheek, missing by hairs, and held one second as she countered. Precisely as she stepped back, the Nadderi elf flipped his off hand heated blade into a reverse grip to distract her and lunged, piercing her through the shoulder. He snapped back on guard, both blades forward as the noble elf let out a shrill yet stifled, scream from her throat. Kendari pushed the advance, arrogantly dodging her attacks from a weakened right arm and a shorter reach with her left. His head and body moved, his blades lowered, Kendari feinted a double slice toward her head, forcing her weight down under the blocking parry. Putting all his elven speed instead into two rapid cross cuts at her outstretched thigh, he struck low. Shinayne blocked the pyramid pommeled blade with her injured right, crosspiece to crosspiece, yet the left blade cut across her leg, through the mail, and Shinayne stumbled backward. Backward into an ogre overlooking a mess of trolls and writhing bodies. The elf plunged her curved short blade into its back, spinning round the front as it turned in pain and surprise. It issued out a roar of an ogre curse and was spun to face the Nadderi pursuer. She did not look back, limping and bleeding from two serious cuts, the swordswoman rushed to catch up to the gray minotaur carrying the human knight. Fear spun webs of anger in the elf, never before retreating from a battle, never before losing a duel, and never failing to dispatch an enemy of her proud elven race. She kept moving, heading south away from the legion of ogre now flooding the streets to kill the trolls, and hopefully the Nadderi elf.


  Kendari wasted no time in cutting the ogre in front of him down, twice across the flank as it turned, then two flashing thrusts into the chest as it raised its club to pummel him. The elven swordsman turned to his right, wiping his blades clean and sensing the situation at hand. Four of his trolls still standing, yet hesitant to move ahead against the brigade of almost thirty ogre and rightfully so. His cloak smoldered for a brief moment as he donned it, his hand patting it out as usual from the heat of his longsword. He sheathed it knowing it would instantly cool out of his grip. “To the east trail my slimy and useless gentlemen, withdraw to the east!” Kendari’s anger rising in his voice despite his lot doing better than expected, he was still disappointed leaving the fight. He had rarely left empty handed, seldom withdrew from battle, and had never left an injured enemy alive. Let alone a woman and elven noble he could not finish. His trolls rushing out the east, Kendari stood ignoring the advancing ogre, watching the south and his three prey disappearing through the city, untouched or noticed by the brutes heading his direction. More frustration boiled in him realizing that they would have a much better start away from his tracking since he had this mess following him and they did not.


  He turned, staring at the ground and cursing the name of every elf he had ever killed, too many to count, and paced himself at a jog eastbound. Upon entering the bare winter forest he stopped to curse the slow moving troll, sword stuck through his chest, as it was trying to take spoils from the battlefield. Just before he drew his heated blade more than halfway out Kendari saw what his idiot henchman was fiddling with, and a smile creased his marked face. He saw the half conscious hoofed satyr, bow and all, being picked up by the troll who still acted as a living sheath to the forest-goat’s blade. “Good work, bring him. And do not eat him.” Kendari heard yells from over the bridge south in the city, intermittent, muffled, arguing, but definitely the elf woman’s voice yelling a name. Fading as the distance increased, he thought he heard it again over the trampling of ogre feet getting nearer, “Bedesh!” she screamed.


  “How tragic, dear Bedesh.” the Nadderi elf whispered at the hanging head of the satyr, making eye contact for but a second as his captives eyes drifted open and shut. “There will be plenty of time to get acquainted later tonight, rest now Bedesh. Rest now.” His insidious laugh that followed even startled his own trolls as they ran east toward the hidden camp.


  “Quit struggling and be quiet elf or we will have the legion of ogre on us!” Saberrak demanded with a snort and a huff, now carrying two injured warriors one on each shoulder. The knight, from injuries and a smell that reeked of wine and vomit. The woman, from her attempts to go back and rescue her little horned friend which they all knew would get them killed or worse, depending on the mood of the score of ogre they would have to face. Even the gray gladiator had more razor cuts from troll claws that he could count, on his legs, arms, and back, yet he pushed on south out of the ruined city. His demeanor had changed from glorious battle with trolls and ogre alike to fleeing the field injured and outmatched. Saberrak had only charged in head first in the arena, this was his first time feeling what defeat does to someone. It burned his legs more, gave him time to think of the defeat. He was not surrounded by thousands chanting his name begging for trophies to throw to them gaining more of their thunderous applause. No, this was different and the minotaur hated every exhausting moment of it, despite it being the only course of action if he wanted to live. The horned warrior ignored the smell of wine, the tears of the elf woman, and the struggle to keep on his feet with such a load. He kept moving because he did not know how close the ogre were, he kept moving to survive.
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  James looked up, weary and shaking, just in time to see the minotaur set the elven woman down softly next to the frost covered willow tree by the lifeless stream and collapse. Like a ton of brick, the beast fell down on his backside and then onto his shoulder blades with a thud and a huff of frosted breath from his nostrils. James looked at the warrior from his position leaned against another tree, spotting the cuts and stains of green-black and red blood from battle, his tattoos under the eyes to appear as shadows of his great horns, and the other strange designs and markings adorned his arms and gray chest. He looked at the elf, she was still, silent, and eyes wide open in a stare to nowhere, deep in thought. Her tears evident by the dirty streaks down her face and neck, yet silent even with the two bloodied wounds yet to be bound. She looked back at him, aqua eyes with a hint of silver trim staring from behind dark golden curls of hair. James felt guilt well in his chest, a seed of pain from somewhere, knowing she had lost a close friend to save him. He looked down, easing the knot in his throat, and concentrated on his shaking hands, shaking from lack of wine, shaking from his wounds of that cursed blade. “What was he, the other elf?” James asked softly toward the woman he knew to be Shinayne since the minotaur had called her that.


  “Once an elf, now a scourge that does not deserve the air he breathes. A Nadderi, cursed by the God and Goddess of our people for crimes that I do not care to know.” Shinayne looked at the minotaur, still heaving weighted breaths of fatigue in the crisp air looking up at the overcast sky, watching every teasing snowflake with amazement. “Tell me, human; tell me that we saved you from an unfortunate act of bravery and chivalry against the ogre. Please tell me that I did not lose another friend to save just a drunken fool from an obviously impaired attempt to end his own pathetic life.”


  Her words hit like knives in his chest, he squinted his eyes, full of shame and remorse at his stupidity. “I am not drunk, if that is your question, elf. My reasons for where I was are my own, and chivalry had nothing to do with it.” James felt her resentment, knew she was upset and in foul spirits, then realized she must have heard him shouting his challenges. He wished she had not seen his behavior, feeling more shame, yet longing for a bottle of wine more than anything.


  “Easy Shinayne, now is not the time. Rest, we have to move soon and I cannot carry the two of you.” Saberrak spoke with a calm tone, weary and not in the mood for argument. “Your name, human, so we can call you something?”


  “James Andellis, formerly a knight of Southwind Keep. And yours minotaur?” the old knight knew the elf’s name and knew not to try conversation with her at this moment.


  “Saberrak the gray, from under there not too recently” pointing back north from his position on the ground. “And never returning if I can help it. Never.”


  “You are from under the city? So have you seen men like me down there? How long were you there, what is under there?” James felt a spark of hope, interest in his past and that of his lost brothers from so long ago.


  “Unlinn is under there, and trust me James Andellis, you do not want to go there.” Saberrak thought of what he had seen happen to the humans in the arena, deciding not to share it.


  “Men with this symbol, have you seen this symbol, it would have been a long time ago, more than a decade.” His line of questioning even frustrated himself as memories washed over him of those that remained when he had been taken out of the ogre kings’ cavern so long ago. He pointed to the dirty feathered cross of Alden on his once white tabard.


  “Yes, I have seen a few symbols like that cross before on men and other ones too. I was born there, raised there, and I tell you knight, it is no place for humans.” The gray warrior avoided some of the questions, hoping the hungover knight would forget them.


  James sensed the minotaur was not telling him something. “Saberrak, I must know what happened to those men, tell me.” James sat up, looking at his sword, Arlinne’s broadsword.


  “They were killed, like most men and beasts that come down there. Prisoners, sold or captured, and when they fight, they do not last long.” Saberrak still told half the truth to protect his new ally, he had enough to deal with as far as the silent elf who was undoubtedly planning out a rescue mission for the satyr.


  “You saw this? Maybe thirteen years ago, captured by ogre, Avegarne, an ogre king, did you see my men down there Saberrak?” His hopes vanishing as his questions aimed toward a truth that would not change to what he wanted to hear.


  “Yes, James, I remember them.” Saberrak rolled on his side, giving his back to the man, hoping to end the discussion.


  “Who killed them? Tell me they fought bravely, tell me they’re alive or something.” James stood up, realizing now that the minotaur was hiding something for certain.


  “They are dead James, they fought bravely, and whatever else you want to hear.” Saberrak heard the draw of a sword, and stood up quickly, turning to the knight. He stared down nearly two feet at the man, leaving his axe on the ground and realizing now he had left his chain around a troll on the city street earlier.


  “I want the truth minotaur! Did you kill them, do you deal in slaves and killing of innocent men?!” James full of rage, seeking blame for thirteen years of nightmares, held his blade toward the gray warrior that had carried him for hours.


  “I did not kill them, my father did.” Saberrak focused on James’ eyes, knowing that the next move would be given away with a change in the eyes.


  “So your father is a murderer and an executioner of slaves in some underground cursed city?!” James held his blade back as if poising to strike, tears welling, revealing more pain than anger, more sorrow than rage.


  “No, James Andellis, my father did what he had to survive, a slave, just like them. Just like me. And if it weren’t for him surviving I may not have been here to carry you off that street that would have been your tomb.” Saberrak raised his voice enough to startle the elf from her trance and to get the knight to sit back down. “Yes they fought bravely, most men do down there, for they realize against trolls, and ogre, and minotaurs, and beasts even larger and more foreign, they have no chance, no choice but to fight until the end, just like the rest of us did!” Saberrak sat back down, annoyed that he had to tell the man these things, but refusing to lie to him on such an important answer that he needed.


  The three strangers sat quietly for hours as the cold night came, the half green moon rising through clouds in the west over the ocean, the full white moon, Carice, high already above them. The clouds parted more, revealing stars, the lights of the night sky, and Saberrak saw for the first time what his father had told him about the surface his whole life. “That is Carice, the Whitemoon, and that must be Gimmor?” Saberrak whispered to them, fascinated.


  “Yes, and those are stars, that constellation there that forms a tower is Marthentine, and the one that forms the hand, see the trailing stars from the hand, that is Megos.” James pointed with his sword, realizing that the minotaur had never seen this before. “And there, low to the east and very dim, they form a man if you connect them, which is Annar.”


  Saberrak was fascinated, cold, but fascinated. All his life was the arena, the killing of man and beast like his father, training his younger brother Tychaeus to be like him. His father had told him of the outside world many times since his father was captured by slavers from some land north called Harlaheim before Saberrak was born. The air was moving and fresh, the temperature changed, the sun, clouded over mostly, existed, and now the moons and stars that rise and fall in the night. He realized now that he had never believed the stories his father told him. Halay, the land of the minotaurs, his people, the great kingdom of Shanador, the Misathi and Bori mountains, and the Carisian Sea that hosted dozens of different races and cities more beautiful than one could imagine. The gladiator had not really believed a single one, now he began to wonder and miss his father and brother who remained slaves in Unlinn.


  James covered the sleeping minotaur with his tabard, examining his wounds that had scabbed over and now seemed almost black rather than red. The old knight whispered a prayer of gratitude to the father of mercy, Alden, tracing a feathered cross in the air out of respect not necessity, and laid his glowing blue hand on the shoulder of the big snoring ally. As he felt the warmth of the faint blue light leaving his shaking hand, he also felt the chill of cold metal under his throat touching his beard.


  “And what might you be doing to Saberrak in the middle of the night, James Andellis?” spoke the elven woman.


  “Shinayne, I am healing his…”


  “Lady Shinayne T’Sarrin of Kilikala to you. Continue.” She spoke in a demanding and questioning demeanor, still suspicious, and still emotional over losing her friends. She watched his hand carefully, keeping her curved blade in the proper position in case the kneeling so-called knight tried anything quick. The minotaur did not stir, continuing his melodious deep snore into the night sky.


  “Lady Shinayne then, I am healing his injuries in the same manner I heal my own. You can trust me.” James stared at her, his eyes full of sincerity. The elven swordswoman lowered her blade just about a foot, relaxed her posture a little, and watched. She had seen plenty of magic in her century and a half, mostly in her homeland. The devoted of Siril had priests and priestesses that could perform many miracles and the followers of Seirena had gifts of the land itself she had witnessed. Not to mention the towers of Deidranahala where the high elven magicks were kept. She knew the wizards there spent centuries of their lives in study and practice of the oldest arcane texts known to a living being. But this one, without so much as a word, barely a half hearted prayer in silence, still shaking from last nights escapades, could heal with a touch of his hand. Shinayne had never seen such a thing, a gift, in such an undeserved person as James Andellis. His hand continued to glow faint, translucent blue, and as he touched the thick skin and scabrous wounds, the elf saw little change at all and assumed it a parlor trick or weakened form of true divine healing from an item he had hidden on his person. Then he removed his hand, after concentrating half a minute, revealing completely unbroken flesh, smooth and gray, not a trace of a troll claw, or fiendish bite that had been there moments earlier. James had not moved to touch the minotaur’s legs nor chest, yet those wounds too, had vanished.


  “How do you do that James Andellis? Who do you pray to that gifts you with such blessings? Alden? Where did...?” her questions, and her injuries, would have to wait for morning as the ragged knight was fast asleep, his head atop Saberrak’s shoulder. “I suppose I will bandage my own then? And I might as well keep watch while I’m up, eh’ Andellis? Perhaps I will keep the fire going for the two of you brave warriors also? It would be my pleasure.” Her voice pleasantly sarcastic, relieving her emotions in whatever way they came out, audience or not.


  Shinayne thought of Bedesh, of Nathaniel, and of Lavress, always her love Lavress. Where was he right now? Which direction would he point her in? The elven noble got out her cloths, unrolled them, and cleaned her wounds, one of them blistered severely from that heated blade of the Nadderi. She thought of that wretch as well, hoping he met foul end with the butt of an ogre club or four. She looked over her new companions all night, meditating, eyes and senses open to all that moved in the cold night. The minotaur had proven his skill in battle, and Shinayne supposed the knight, whence not inebriated, would prove to be helpful and gifted. The men slept, the elven woman cleaned her blades, and dreamt wide awake that Lavress was right next to her, all night long.
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  The minotaur sat up, eyes aching and closing shut from the intense light that surrounded him. He smelled the fire smoldering, smelled the crisp clean air, and tried to see the sun. Recalling that it would rise in the west over the ruins, he heard the faint crashing of waves into cliffs he could not see. Clearing his eyes with one hand and holding the other over his view, he saw the bright orange and yellow orb casting rays into the forest around him and into ruins that dotted the coast. Standing up, Saberrak realized one thing more than anything on his first sunrise in freedom. He was starving, having not eaten for a day and a half. “So what do we eat here?”


  The knight was getting his tabard from the ground, having just tended to Shinayne’s wounds. She looked just as tired as when they went to sleep. “Nearest town north is through the ruins, or close to it, and that would be Hurne, a trade city at the base of the Bori mountains. Then there is Elcram to the east, better road, but I believe we saw the elf, pardon me, Nadderi elf, heading his trolls that way. Either way its two days ride, four days hard march, with no food.” James spoke up, then waited for Shinayne.


  “And what is south from here? I am supposed to be heading south.” Spoke the elf, thinking of Lavress, then Bedesh, torn between who to find first.


  “Nothing good south for a week, and the runners and caravans don’t head that way with winter coming. Once we get south, Deep south, the savage tribes of old Agara have loose villages but it’s not worth the travel, too dangerous on foot.” James knew east was the best route, best chance of travelers or a caravan, but did not want to see Elcram or Southwind Keep at all. In fact, he had avoided those places, like this one, for thirteen years.


  “We won’t make it four days any direction without a bow to hunt, or food, or shelter.” Saberrak huffed as he picked up his only belongings, a double bladed axe and the scroll. He moved slowly, knowing the pain would be worse after a nights rest, always was when wounds weren’t treated right away. The gray minotaur felt nothing, only the ache in his stomach and he looked down. “How the hells? How did this happen again?”


  “Ask our knight over there minotaur. He seems to have more to him than we had thought, look at mine.” Shinayne stated as she showed her healed thigh to Saberrak, putting James on the spot, and a smirk grew across her thin and elegant face.


  James ignored the prod and taunt, friendly as it was, and grabbed some fallen branches, too thin for firewood yet long and straight. He drew his broadsword and began to whittle a point on the end, and shaving off the smaller branches from its length. “How far can you throw this, Saberrak the gray?” the man handed the minotaur the spear, almost as tall as the colossal beast, his hand shaking worse than the night before. It always was, and he tried to hide it by quickly finding something to make the rest of his body look busy, matching the quivering from his outstretched hand. He looked up, noticing that both of them were watching him, and tried to look as if he had nothing to hide at all, making it even more obvious.


  “I could throw this quite a distance.” Saberrak stepped back, aimed for a tree about one hundred yards out to the east. He took three steps forward and hurled the spear, eyes never leaving the target. The spear wobbled, whisking through the air at amazing speed, hitting a tree two feet to the left and shattering into splinters upon impact. “Poor craftsmanship there, give me one that flies straight next time.”


  Both James and the elven swordswoman stared at the tree, the throw, and the distance. “What? I will hit it dead on when it counts.” Saberrak turned to find another branch, smiling under his horns. “Which way have you two decided upon then?”


  “South” “East”, the two spoke simultaneously. “East” Shinayne said, realizing that finding a town, some shelter, and Bedesh, would have to do for now. Lavress could take care of himself far better than a satyr in the hands of trolls and a Nadderi.


  “East then. What are we hunting?” snorted the minotaur, hungry and ready to get far from these ruins. He felt down his belt, the stone scroll tucked away and safe, perhaps tonight, he thought, he would open it and see what was written, though he had never learned to read.


  



  


  Lavress I:I 


  Forgotten Gimmorian Temple, the Deep South


  The savage hunter peered over the cliffs from his vantage point high in a tree, two guards, elven for sure, meaning Eliah Shendrynn must be inside. Lavress Tilaniun knew there was little time, at any moment the renegade wizard could open a portal to anywhere and be gone, ten months of tracking and hunting would be wasted, and the four tomes of high elven magic lost. The Hedim Anah would not expect such a failure from Lavress, and since he was the first elf from Gualidura, the first wood elf to ever be offered the honor, he was determined not to fail. The ancient temple, built inside the rock face, deep in the lost west and south of Chazzrynn, was about a hidden and far away place as the wild elf had dreamed of going. He could not make out the entrance, only old stone pillars on a walkway guarded by the two highborne elves. The passage looked ancient, even beyond some of the structures he had seen in Kilikala, the oldest elven kingdom, almost as ancient as the Sesperian Grove in his homeland of Gualidura. The trees there he was raised near, were told to be over fifteen thousand years old, dating back to the beginning of the human race. Lavress missed home, missed Shinayne, and those old trees he could spend weeks in and never touch ground or the same branch twice.


  The wild elf moved closer, sure he was not seen or heard, his brown and black leather armor melding easily with shadow and stone. He drew an arrow, ones he had made himself at home with green-striped hawk feathers, and carefully placed it along his hand crafted bow. Lavress’s hair pulled back tight, keeping vision clear, his feet well in place on the rock cliff now directly above his enemies. He waited, for nearly an hour he had waited, thirty feet above them, patiently holding for the perfect moment to kill one and have the other’s back turned allowing him time to get down and question one of them alive. Patience was important, he thought, knowing that the highborne elves of Kilikala were well trained with weapons and most likely moreso with these traitorous bodyguards. The moment came, unblinking, having not a second thought about his purpose or the allegiance of these noble elves, his arrow loosed at the chest of his downhill target. Then a second aimed to the throat, seeing the first went through the heart cleanly, the elven guard falling back and to a knee reaching for his sword. The second arrow, mere moments later, stuck into the throat of its target, allowing only a light gurgle of blood escape into the silence and the wood elf hunter was on the move. Sliding the rock slope, curved dagger in one hand, ready to throw, and enchanted falcata blade from the Hedim Anah in the other. The falcata, still new to Lavress, only having it a few decades of his over two centuries of life, had elven engravings of his secret organization and the hilt of several golden wolves chasing each other. The blade was weighted perfectly for either heavy blows or small quick strikes and it was lighter than his dagger despite being three times as long. His quick trek down the slope of loose rock ended in a full stride sprint onto the plateau above the Vateric Ocean, known as the Endless Ocean since none had ever seen land sailing westward, ever. The cliffs held a drop of over a hundred feet, into yet more jagged outcroppings of rock, thunderous waves echoed perfectly as the other high elven guard turned to see Lavress almost upon him.


  The mercenary of Eliah drew his curved elven longblade, typical of trained soldiers from Kilikala and instantly cringed as the enchanted curved kukri dagger landed into his left shoulder, thrown by the wood elf hunter. Lavress feinted a high killing attack, drawing a parry up from his staggered opponent, then turned his wrist down, punching the hilt and his fist into the nose of his enemy, knocking him to the ground. Another blow, then another, his jaguar hide boot planted on the forearm of his target, pinning his blade helplessly to the stone plateau. “How many more?” He whispered in elven to the ear of the mercenary, blood trickling into the pointed ear of his foe as he spoke.


  “Fifty” the highborne spat blood into the hunters face. “savage filth.”


  Lavress paused, his blade to the noble’s throat and he thought quick. Had there been fifty, he would be dead or this one would be yelling for help. Had Eliah Shendrynn been gone or succeeded, he would not be posting watch of the passage. He had answered all the questions Lavress needed without even knowing it. “By order of the Hedim Anah, may your stray alliance be set right with Seirena in death.” and he cut the guards throat down near the spine, silently praying to the mistress of the groves for forgiveness. Choking stopped quickly, and Lavress closed the misguided elf’s eyes, removed his kukri, and stalked into the cavernous entrance.


  The shadows hid him well, ominous darkness with a ceiling held up by pillars of at least fifty feet in height. The wood elf, clad in green stripes of warpaint, brown leaf tattoos of his kills on his face and neck, moved like a shadow and made less sound. Seeing torchlight ahead, strange statues of winged men, dark countenances cast upon their faces, he entered the decorated entrance. Lavress wondered what sort of strange temple this actually was.


  The hunter climbed up above an alcove hundreds of yards into the ancient and forgotten temple, a temple to what, Lavress still did not know. He heard the voice of his prey, heard incantations in an elven dialect barely recognizable as his kinsman's tongue. Eliah Shendrynn stood over a pool of green glowing water in a chamber fit to hold giants, maybe dozens of giants or a small army. Yet all alone, four golden books open on a stone pedestal, the highborne elf chanted, levitating inches from the rocky floor. The voice was almost hypnotic in sound, echoing through the cavern, lights swirling in the glowing water, the tomes releasing luminous dusts and rays of light, adding to the enchanting cacophony of sound already captivating the hunter. Lavress readied his throw of the magical kukri that rarely missed and whipped it, end over end at the renegade thief of a wizard. Piercing his red and gold trimmed robes, glancing off something, something only the arcane could have provided, the dagger whisked through his long blonde hair and clanged to the stone behind him. The rattle of the blade settling on the floor from the wall held both elves staring at one another from over a hundred feet apart. Lavress moved first, sprinting along the wall at Eliah.


  “They send only one?! I am insulted!” a wave of his hand sent ripples of red through the stagnant air, the ground shook as giant stalagmites ripped up through around the hunter. Keeping his footing, lowering his center, Lavress lunged and rolled ahead, dodging through the sharp magical spikes as they rose at him. “Did the Court tell you about me, or send you merely to your death?” His other hand, fingers pointed together with the thumb, erupted in swirling blue orbs the size of horses. Eliah spread his fingers apart, the four orbs launching at the savage hunter. Freezing cold ice scattered as they impacted, the hunter diving and jumping off the side of the wall to avoid them. His breath held, having seen this magic before, knowing the air disappeared when they exploded. Lavress slid on the icy ground yet remained upright, still closing in on his foe.


  “You serve a cause that has outlived its purpose, savage.” The rogue wizard put his fingers together, wrists out, aiming his palms at Lavress and chanting. “Hevam Modriande Hevroon!”


  Light of the clearest mystical radiance flashed in front of the hunter, slowing him, then stopping him as he hit something solid. The face of Eliah Shendrynn hovered before him, an apparition of it anyway, larger and glowing white and silvery. It moved when Lavress moved, pushing him back, stopped his dive under the obstacle, and would not let him pass closer. Lavress cut at it with his deadly falcata, hitting as if the magical ghost had flesh, but doing nothing but earning laughter from his foe hiding well behind his arcane shield. Quick to think and quicker yet to act, the wood elf hunter plunged the blade into the eye of the giant summoned duplicate face, climbing up rapidly, replunging his sword into a higher spot each time. The apparition rose, yet not fast enough, and Lavress reached the top of the huge replica of his target. He replaced his blade on the back of its head, sliding down the other side.


  “You are to surrender those texts and yourself by order of the Hedim Anah, Eliah Shendrynn.” Lavress began to sprint again, aiming toward the books on the stone podium that was still glowing.


  “You are a determined assassin, aren’t you?” Eliah drew a wand of twisted green metal from his belt, aiming it at Lavress. “Nanveander!” he spoke, a glowing red and sparkling longsword appearing in front of him floating in mid air.


  Lavress closed, up the steps leading to the raised center with the pool and his prize. He ducked the animated blade, directed by Eliah, and parried the second swing with his falcata, feeling the strength of an ogre behind the arcane attacks. Sparks splintered from the force of the blows, Lavress faster and rapidly attacking the summoned weapon, yet each strike knocking him back a foot or more from the sheer force behind the spell. He was tiring, he felt it in his arms, changing from right to left and back again with his cuts.


  “Die already, foolish follower of the fey court!” Eliah’s temper starting to emerge at the silence of his pursuer, “Fegrull!” he shouted, two fingers pointed out, his other hand still directing the sword with the metal wand. Small sidewinding swirls of flame shot from his fingertips at moonlight speed. Lavress ducked and rolled under the red magical blade that danced and thrust at him from above, just in time. The balls of flame slammed into the rock face, whistling heat as they passed, exploding the stone into shrapnel of razor hot stone splinters. Charging, taking a glancing cut in the shoulder from the floating red sword, Lavress dove at the podium, colliding his shoulder into the stone and knocking three of the tomes sliding across the floor away from the wizard.


  Eliah grabbed the remaining glowing book of high elven magic, raised his hand, palm out at the hunter. Wind and dust swirled around him, forming a cloud of tremendous power. The winds blew Lavress back, yet he was almost within striking distance with his enchanted falcata. He struggled to his feet, turning his body sideways and inching through the storm of air that pushed him backward, his deep brown and topaz eyes squinting to keep eye on the wizard conjuring the magical storm. Slowly, through deafening howls in the cavern, Lavress pulled his body forward, getting closer to the wizard’s outstretched palm. He saw the red blade moving through the wind and tried to ready his sword to strike, any moment, ready to cut the renegade elf’s hand off. The waters glowed purple now, deep and rich swirling, almost swallowing the green that had been there moments earlier. Lavress looked at his target, still inches from his weapon’s reach. Eliah closed his eyes, his mouth saying something yet the wind covered the words with its deafening symphony. His eyes reopened, and the rogue highborn elf fell, fell straight into the water, tome in hand. Lavress lunged to take his head, but too late, there was nothing there.


  “Damn it!” Lavress could not reach him in time and felt the arcane magic dissipate rapidly. The wind stopped like it had never been, the spikes shrunk back into the earth leaving no trail of their existence. The blade sparkled brightly, fading slowly from reality, and the visage of Eliah Shendrynn he had summoned merely sank into the ground. Lavress landed his lunge on the pool, yet nothing but solid stone lay under his feet, the water was gone like it never was. The hunter squinted, remembering how he despised wizards. All was silent, all was still. Breathing for the first time in a minute, the hunter inhaled deeply, taking in the still, cold air. Darker now, with only scattered torchlight remaining from the magical winds, the hunter of the Hedim Anah picked up the three texts and kukri from the stone floor. Lavress sheathed his blade, and walked back out to the plateau, knowing he had not a chance to locate the renegade wizard now. He removed his arrows from the mercenary’s corpse, scattering the crows that had begun to investigate. Lavress picked up his bow from the base of the ledge he came down.


  He sat at the edge of the plateau, overlooking the Vateric, admiring the deep drop below his feet. Lavress meditated, a long overdue rest of mind and body. He had failed, his first uncompleted mission, although three books were better than none he thought. Now Eliah Shendrynn could be anywhere, having learned to use ancient magicks to open lost portals for himself. The hunter rested his emotions and spirit, concentrating on the beauty of the place, the beauty that Seirena had created with the rest of the world so long ago. Lavress felt his mind wander, yet connect to all nature around him, telling him it was time to rest.


  His rest was full of thoughts and feeling, places near and far, shadowy and mist filled images. Some were close by, the sense of a creature of the forest in pain, fear and desperation, yet he could not see to whom the feelings belonged to. There was conflict, almost as if someone else were watching the area from afar, concealing it. It was not his trailing lover, Shinayne T’Sarrin of Kilikala, that feeling no amount of arcane subterfuge could mask had it been her in pain. No, Lavress felt her near, perhaps two days north at most, but heading away and not alone. The hunter knew she was capable of handling herself in almost any situation. He knew that he had to give peace to her torn heart and his and appreciate her feelings of love for following him all this way. She could not understand why he had to go alone, was ordered to, and with the Hedim Anah orders always had reason beyond the sight of those carrying them out and must be honored. Lavress was not even allowed to tell anyone of his missions, a vow he had broken with his noble lover Shinayne many times already.


  Lavress Tilaniun focused more on his breathing, centering his lithe elven form, staring at the clouds moving above the waves of the dark blue Vateric, and listened for more from the east. He felt Shinayne again, easily sensing her heading south and east, moving quickly. The other masked being, had also moved east, yet had stopped and Lavress shuddered. On his feet in less than a second and heading north through the cliffs of the deep south of Chazzrynn, Lavress felt the being in hopeless torment and agony, felt his hand on the earth, felt fear in his heart, fear of an elf that was hurting him. Lavress moved faster, having rested only a few hours, not sure what elf would torture a being of the forest, not wanting to know, but determined to put it to an end. For Lavress Tilaniun of the Hedim Anah, lady Shinayne would have to wait a bit longer.


  



   


  Exodus I:III 


  South Chazzrynn Wilderness


  Venison, black horned deer meat, and some willow roots cooked on the wooden spit that James had made after the minotaur’s kill that evening. Shinayne had the only waterskin, so she had made several trips to a fresh stream for the cold water and had collected the wood and set the fire with some elven oil and flint she carried with her. James had dressed the animal and only made a few mistakes with his shaking hands.


  “Next time Saberrak, let me dress it before you carry it back that far, you might not be so tired if it were lightened and carried by two.” James chuckled, looking over at his exhausted friend who had just carried a two hundred pound deer at least four miles over his shoulders. The knight brought over a wooden stick, the first piece of meat cooked through, and offered it to the horned warrior respectfully since he had killed it. The three of them ate, warming by the fire and smelling like cooked meat, refreshing themselves after nearly two days of starving. Saberrak, while eating twice as much as James and twice that again of the elf, could not stop gazing at the sky decorated with such wonders.


  The morning sun had just risen again yet James had been up for hours already. His mind needed a drink, just a taste of wine, and would not let him rest, barely able to control his hands. He had been through this before, once, stranded with an injured leg from an ogre hunt near Addisonnia on the eastern edge of Chazzrynn. He remembered going six days without wine and he knew that it would get worse. He was prepared for the nightmares to come, the insomnia, the sweats, and all the other painful bodily experiences that would arrive over the next few days till they reached civilization. He had managed to keep down most of the food, vomiting only a little, away from the others. The angers and frustrations of the past, present, and about anything his mind could argue with itself over were coming fast and his thoughts raced to more thoughts of how it would all be pleasurably drown away soon with what the answer was, the cure in the bottle.


  Shinayne sat, legs crossed facing the west, she could feel Lavress near and moving, but how close he was she had not the intuitions in this cold place. He was alive and his heart beating steady this morning, somewhere near them, hours, days, she knew not, yet a smile penetrated her meditation realizing the tell tale rhythm of her lover. The elven swordswoman felt pain in the distance as well, Bedesh, not sure if it was a physical pain or emotional, the elf tried to concentrate more on her captured friend. She strained, yet could only tell movement there as well, feeling his heart heading away and something interfering from a distance. She knew that sensing those she loved, those she knew, and the rhythm of the creatures of Seirena and Siril took centuries to perfect. Feeling her own struggles of priority, devotion, and situation, the elf dismissed the swirling urges to act rashly one way or the other. Her heart told her to find her lover and reunite in his arms. Her guilt spoke to her, ordering her to charge in and rescue the satyr and her mind calmly reminded her to follow the friends with her now, that all would unravel as it should with patience.


  Standing up slowly, and opening her aqua eyes to the risen sun, her ears heard the shaking hands of James from some thirty feet away. Her mind and body more attuned to her surroundings now, her fears confirmed that this man was ill. Her senses of smell had picked up the wine and her elven eyes caught the shaking and sweats in the cold. Now her elven senses pulled in feelings of great sorrow and fear from a very sick human man struggling with something inside him. Not focusing on the negative, her senses also told her that great bravery, kind spirit, and a loving heart were at the root of this knight, buried deep under his weights and worries. Comfort raced across her speculating brow, realizing that James was worth helping, regardless of his healing gifts or talents in battle. Shinayne thought, perhaps, she could help James Andellis bring out his true passionate self, as such was the way of the elves.


  The greataxe raised in the air, huffing and growling surprised James and Shinayne as they turned to see the gray warrior on a knee ready to charge. His eyes still foggy from a food induced nap, his breathing came in and out like a beast that had just fought a war and was reaching in his chest for the last drops of strength to fight on. The two looked around, hands on hilts quickly, for an enemy that Saberrak had seen and they had not. There was nothing to see. Chirping birds threw their morning song to the air, a rabbit dashed off through the brush, and faint bubbling and running of the waters of a nearby stream echoed. The minotaur had every bulging muscle tense, slowly his breathing eased, his weapon lowered, and he lay back down. The knight and the elven woman looked at one another, then again at their horned friend, and then the two finally took a breath of their own.


  Saberrak closed his eyes, yet did not sleep. Chalas Kalaza hunting him in his mind, close behind him, ready to drag him back down to the ogre Zeress, back to the city of Unlinn, and back to the arena. His dreams had been about what the ogre slavemaster would do to him, or his brother, in front of thousands. What beasts they would feed his aging father to, or who he would make the minotaur kill for his crimes of escape plagued his mind. His visions were of the brown minotaur Chalas, great two-handed sword in hand, that wicked grin that spoke volumes of how he enjoyed to kill, and that deep haunting voice echoing and reminding Saberrak that he would never give up the hunt. He hoped these dreams would fade soon, he needed more rest. Waking up sore and tired, cold and estranged began to take their toll on the minotaur. The further away from that cursed place, the better chance he would have at forgetting, or wanting to forget what would be transpiring below ground.


  “What was that?” asked the curious knight, hand not quite ready to release the hilt of his broadsword. “He looked about ready to kill us both were we sat.”


  “He was ready. Whatever is chasing him in there, anything that puts fear into Saberrak, is something I care never to face.” The elf spoke in whispers, careful not to wake the gray gladiator.


  



   


  Kendari I:II 


  Sullan Swamp Trail, Deep South


  Bedesh strained his swollen eye to get a better look at where they were going. His wounds ached, his other eye was swollen shut as last nights’ amusements at the hands of hungry trolls had taken their toll. The elf that led them had no patience for the sadistic behavior, having cut one of them half a dozen times for his transgressions on the satyr. Of course, even worse, Bedesh was never too far from the regenerated troll who had been punished, seeing a hatred in its eyes and a vengeance that he had done nothing to deserve. He knew, given half a chance, that troll would tear him to pieces. Hopelessness crept at his every thought, being bound and carried like gear and treated like less than that. Being in ogre hands may have been better and he wished that they would have left him, not seen him, or decided that he was not worth the weight. With his head hanging over the smelly fiends’ back, Bedesh could only tell that they headed east and south by the position of the rising sun and moons through the march. A march no satyr or man could have taken, as the trolls and the elf only stopped for a few minutes in the last two cold days. The land had become less hills and more flatland and marsh, reassuring the satyr that they were heading deeper into the Deep south, where any reach of friend or agents of the kingdom would be most unlikely indeed. Even the Whitemoon Court had no hidden temples within days this far south, Bedesh knew now that he was no more than a prisoner left to the devices of a wicked elf and his swampdemon mercenaries. His longsword with the pale marked traitor to his kind, his bow, Nathaniel’s enchanted bow, left on the field days behind. Bedesh knew it was hopeless.


   


  The hand went up from their leader, signing to stop, and the four trolls did so, having been cut into discipline much the last few nights. Kendari saw the camp, a few burning caravans from those unfortunate enough to cross their path, stolen tents, and over a dozen more trolls. The Nadderi listened, hearing troll feasting, scuffling, and a voice that did not sound like the tongue of troll at all, speaking Agarian, a human. He listened to him giving orders to the trolls, his trolls, the ones that had hundreds of pounds of gold in looted treasures from those Kendari had killed. Magical swords, scrolls, potions, jewelry, coins, ancient books, all his hard work for weeks, and this human was ordering his thugs around. The cursed swordsman smiled, lowering his hand, and making his presence known by loosely and casually walking into the camp at the edge of the dark Sullan swamps. His four remaining henchman had seen that arrogant walk, hands away from his blades, chin up, and his wicked grin before. They knew it all too well, someone was about to die.


  “Kendari, welcome back, you have done well here.” The human man spoke, hiding his nervousness.


  He looked well muscled, clean shaven, even his head was tan from years outside and his heavy breastplate and chain armor were covered in nicks and cuts from many battles. He carried a few scars on his face and even his metal gauntlets and longspear had seen action. Kendari noticed all of this at a glance, noting the broadsword at his side as well. This man had training and experience behind his forty or so years alive.


  “Yes my friend,” signaling the troll to drop the prisoner at the spot by a burned wagon he pointed to. “We have collected much for Salah-Cam, even a prisoner…”


  “What you failed to collect is what he is interested in elf, what went right under your nose.” The mercenary was serious in tone now, hand on his spear, a few trolls gathering behind him as he spoke.


  Kendari knew what was about to happen, he paced, knowing to stall was his best course, making no sudden movements to startle anyone present. “And that was..?”


  “There was a minotaur Lord Cam had seen, right next to you that carried something of enormous value to him. A scroll, ancient one, that had an aura of great power he said, could have been noticed a mile away.”


  The elf knew nothing of what he spoke, but admittedly to himself, had not thought to detect anything on the minotaur or his allies in the fight. “I am sure Salah-Cam will be happy with what I have obtained for him, and I will hunt down this scroll for him after we drop off our current stash at his keep.” Kendari paced slowly, noticing the loot had been rearranged, most likely to line his own pockets this one. So Salah-Cam, the backstabbing wretch of a wizard sent another to take over, had been scrying on him, after decades of working with the rogue assassin. The elf thought of the last time the cowardly fool had done this, tried anyway. “I did not get your name, wise mercenary…” cut off again.


  “I did not offer it, Kendari kinslayer, cursed of his own people and unwanted by ours. You are to head back to the keep in the swamps, and I will handle things here, these three trolls will escort you.” The mercenary stood his ground, spear in hand, not looking the elf in the eye, tipping Kendari that he was full of fear and doubt. His insults and interruptions started to boil the anger in Kendari’s veins, bringing the familiar smile.


  “Your name, mercenary, this should be a pleasant meeti...”


  “Enough talk! You failed Lord Cam, and have been replaced. You can get placed on my spear here, or talk it out with him.” His false pride and confidence beginning to wear under the constant stare and grin of the Nadderi killer.


  “If you interrupt me, insult me, or order me one more time, your corpse will be a day’s meal for the trolls and your head will be on your own spear, human.” Kendari walked directly up to the man, at least a foot taller than the elf, and stared into his brown eyes.


  “You are about to be relieved from your curse, Kendari.” The spear lifted from the ground, spun forward butt end first, the elf easily ducking under. Then the point shot in a forward thrust with both hands guiding the shaft through where his opponent stood, yet he moved to the side in two simple reflexive steps. Another thrust at the elf’s chest, this time the front third of the weapon fell to the ground, a clean cut from the longsword of the Nadderi, a blade that had not even been drawn a second earlier. The mercenary drew his broadsword, dropping the remainder of his spear, and waited for the elf to move. “Stop smiling filth!” Kendari was toying with him, seeing the trolls encircled, screeching and growling their savage language. “Kill him!” the broadsword pointed at the face of the elf who was still standing with his enchanted blade lowered, hand on the pyramid hilt of the other blade over his right hip. The trolls backed up, wanting a fight, not caring which one died, which one they tore apart after, but knowing the blade the elf was tapping with his off hand was the one they preferred to the heated blade in his right hand now.


  “I would run or put my sword through my chest if I were you, they won’t help you.” Kendari stepped forward, eyes fixated into his enemy’s.


  The blade came cutting down at his shoulder, parried inches from his own face by the elf, turning his arm in and pushing the humans arm away, mocking his attack. The second attack, backswing as the man turned around, a fancy maneuver that left his back open to the elf, who laughed out loud knowing he could have cut the man down twice in the time he spent spinning. The attack hit air only as Kendari backed up one step to avoid the obvious broadsword. The mercenary pursued with attacks that, despite his strength and accuracy, the elf parried perfectly in the center of the blade each time using technique and skill to make it seem effortless. Sweat poured down the man, realizing the elf had not drawn his second weapon yet, the one he had been warned about, and he was tiring. He feigned to be wearing out more, slowing his attacks, making the follow through a little longer than needed, secretly building energy to corner this little elf and crush him in surprise. The mercenary knew how to break arrogance and outthink what he could not out move.


  Kendari noticed the trick, and played along, knowing the better show he gave the trolls, the less discipline he would have to enforce after. The Nadderi counter attacked in obvious strikes that were set up to be parried, allowing him to be backed up, seemingly unable to get through the clashing of steel this man waved. The elf tripped and stumbled back, barely avoiding a cut to the head, and dropping his eye contact and smile. The mercenary cut low, parried again by the elf, crosspiece to crosspiece, and Kendari let out a weary breath as he let the man push him back, blade to blade, all an act. The time to finish the elf immediate, he let out a yell of valor, striking high, then to the flank, and moving forward on the outmatched swordsman. His blade dropped to the ground, gauntlet still holding the hilt, pain spun in his arm like lightning, a second blade punctured his chest dead center, the heat sizzling flesh as it went hilt deep through the man. The longsword in his right, quickly recovering from disarming, spun around in the gloved hand of the elf, puncturing through the mercenary’s throat and also out the other side as hisses from the trolls rose and blood sprayed from the mans neck. Kendari walked up to his foe, reaching to pull the blades from his body. The man was unable to scream or speak, decapitated forearm trying desperately like his remaining hand to dislodge the weapon before it was too late. Kendari smiled, circled around the dying mercenary, hands empty as both weapons were through his enemy. “Not even close” whispered the Nadderi into the man’s ear, pulling his enchanted longswords from the corpse, allowing him to fall to the ground. His face, in a blood-soaked mess of his own, landed next to the satyr, who stared in horror, eye to eye with a dead man with no name.


  Night air and winds seemed to circle the camp, no stars could the satyr see from his position on the ground he dared not move from. He had heard the body of the mercenary being stripped and devoured hours ago, now the trolls were moving slow, resting after hours of packing chests and stolen goods onto wooden wagons they would be pulling soon. Black leather boots near his face, his body lifted by the clawed hands of a troll, the one that had beat him and scarred his back in nights previous. The same one cut by the heated longsword of the Nadderi elf Bedesh now knew as Kendari. His rump seated with force onto a tree stump, facing the wicked elven swordsman, facing his eyes of deep green and pale face with spiral black veins marking him as more than dangerous. His smile and elven features, pointed ears, polished dark armor and blades did much to deceive the satyr that he could possibly be trusted.


  Kendari looked down, pacing, never leaving eye contact from the little horned forest spirit. “Trolls, give me silence.” He asked, politely, mocking his own murderous nature. “Bedesh, you know me by now, and you know Shiver.” Kendari drew the longsword with the heat that rose from it and the silver and ruby pommel from his side, trails of steam rising in the cold midnight winds.


  “Please, don’t cut me with that, please put it away, please.” Bedesh was blinking, squirming in his ropes that bound him. His breathing rapid, he thought his chest would burst before he got free. His fur stood up all over his body, and he scrambled with his little hooves to dig a place to stand and try and get some leverage to escape. The blade, strange markings of two headed birds and men kneeling decorated it through the shifting aura of heat it emitted. Bedesh stared, still working to get free, as the elf waved it under his nose playfully. The satyr barely noticed as small drips of urine ran down his leg onto the stump he sat upon.


  “Ha ha ha, please, please he says, ha!” The grin widened on Kendari’s face, placing Shiver back in its sheath, and drawing out the other longsword with the black pyramid pommel. “Would you prefer this one, then? No special name, but I assure you it will spill much more blood. Or this one?” Kendari reached near the edge of the wagon unsheathing Bedesh’s blade. “Did you know that this weapon of yours is enchanted as well? I could try it out for you...see what it does to you...slowly.” the elf caressed the satyr’s fur with the flat of his blade, a light green glow emitting from it. “Ahh, what does it do, Bedesh of the satyrs?”


  “It warns me when danger is nnn-nn-near.” his voice skipping and stuttering, daring not to lie to the killer before him. “Please don’t hurt me, pp-pplease.”


  “It must be warning you of me then, Bedesh. And I have another warning for you. Tell me all I want to know, and you will retain your hooves, your horns, your eyes, and your ability to speak for the remainder of your life as my prisoner.” Kendari tickled each part of the parts he spoke of with the flat of the weapon’s edge, staring, no smile, into the tearing brown eyes of the forest creature. “Who is the elven woman you tried to protect so failingly at the ruins of Arouland, and what were you doing there?” the edge of the sword made it’s way by Bedesh’s ankles.


  “We left from Gualidura, but she, umm Shinayne, Lady Shinayne T’Sarrin came first from Kilikala. We have been following Lavress, her lover to here, as he was was-was, umm, hunting a traitorous elf named Eliah.” The satyr squirmed, knowing he told too much, but left much out as well, and he released a gasp for air as the blade rose away from his legs.


  “Lady of Kilikala, eh? And Eliah? I know Eliah Shendrynn, for certain. Interesting.” The blade moved to Bedesh’s horns, small and fuzzy brown tipped in white, causing him to squirm again. “And the minotaur, Bedesh, tell me of him and the scroll he supposedly carries.” Kendari whispered now, not that the trolls would understand much, and remember less, but to further frighten his prey.


  “Just met him rr-rr-really, Saberrak from under the ruins. I don’t know ab-bb-bout any scroll.” His fear increased, not from the whisper, but from not knowing something this cursed elf wanted to know. His right hand was wriggled free, yet Bedesh kept it back there until he got free of the rest.


  “Very well, you are doing very well my friend. The human, the knight they rescued on the field, who is he?” the enchanted blade, glowing green in the darkness, moved to the satyrs ears now. Kendari purposefully nicked one, drawing out a wince and some blood from his prisoner.


  “I don’t know him, never met him ever. Please don’t ki-ki-kill me, please.” Bedesh felt the scratch on his ear, now both hands free, keeping them hidden behind his back. His eyes darted, looking for an easy route to flee from the trolls and his would be executioner.


  “So, the elven lady left you to die for a crazed knight you had never met? Precious, truly. Elven loyalty has never been my specialty Bedesh, as you can see. But seriously, you must force yourself to find new friends someday.” Kendari threw the glowing blade into the wagon, and paced back to the satyr. “Now, you have cooperated so well tonight, I have decided to let you go. I do not know what Salah-Cam would have me or the trolls do to you should you come with me, so you are free to go. Now go, I know your hands are free already, go.”


  Never had the satyr felt such relief, such surprise, tears rolled out of his puckering eyes, smiling, he untied his ankles above the hooves. Never looking back, not once, Bedesh ran north into the cold of night, not caring where he was, only to be free from what he had accepted as certain death. His hooves stamped through marsh and crisp grassy hills, leaving the firelight of the troll camp behind him.


  Hissing from a dozen and a half trolls, lurking and pacing around the elf, wanting answers from questions they dared not ask. Red glowing eyes surrounded the Nadderi elf as he sat on the stump, letting down his guard. “Ready?” the elf was toying with them, knowing full well the fiends would catch him in minutes. “Whoever brings him back to me gets to whip the wagon pullers! Alive, remember, a gift for Salah-Cam. Well, what are you waiting for? Chase him down!” the trolls scrambled, screeching dozens of vicious war cries and hisses into the night. Kendari stood up on the stump, watching his giant green dogs rush out through the darkness, hearing faint cries from the satyr, who clearly heard his pursuit begin. He looked down at the remains of the mercenary, looked right into his eyes that had frosted over in death. “That looks like fun, now doesn’t it? Yes I know, wicked and cursed, you can keep those comments to yourself dead one. I can’t let him leave, the elven woman will come for him, you will see. If you had used your head, like me, you would not be in the position you are in now.” Kendari laughed, hopping down from the stump, laughing directly at the remains of the dead man he had been conversing with. “You were not even close, my deceased friend, no one is.”


  Hissing sprang up through the frozen willows, red eyes appeared from all over. One of the foul wretches carried the satyr, and Kendari heard the tears and whimpering of a broken forest spirit. “How touching Bedesh, you have decided to come back to us.” Kendari grabbed the long frayed black whip from the wagon, and the ropes from the stump. “Tie him tight this time, and have fun with this.” The Nadderi tossed the whip to the troll carrying the satyr, seeing his black fanged smile stretch wide. “We leave in one hour, get moving gentlemen, Shiver may get restless tonight…” the troll cracked the whip, moving his kin to finish loading the caravan, the satyr tied up and tossed in with the rest of the loot. Looking in the dark, Bedesh saw at least six more sets of frightened eyes looking at him from within the wagon, bound and helpless just like him.


  



   


  Azenairk I:I 


  Thalanaxe Chambers, Boraduum


  “Most important are the vows to one’s family, they must come before God, for it is God who created the family.”-an ancient dwarven passage from the Golhiarden, Book of Vundren.


   


  “He is too weak to see ye, young Thalanaxe, come back in the morning.” His stout cousin stood guard outside the double doors, engraved with his family history. Azenairk bowed his shaved head, scratching his trimmed black beard, thinking of his chances if he took this dwarf down and barged into his father’s chamber. His cousin, Dimlar, had already been part of the Heldregg’s family for about two years since his family had lost their mines. He knew there was no loyalty to lean upon here. He turned, stomping down the passageway where the merchant vultures of the other families waited, had been waiting, for his father to die. The Thalanaxe family had one loyal son left, and he had seen all the rest adopt into surviving families for far too long. They tried to talk to him, placate him, offer him solace within their families and reached out to him even in the temple of Vundren where he filled his days teaching the young of God’s will for their people in the Bori mountains. Boraduum, the largest dwarven city in Agara, held some thirty thousand dwarven men and women, almost a hundred different families, more than six hundred tunnels, and dozens of mines and forges. All that and more, Azenairk thought, and all they do is wait to take what is not theirs from the dying. Kimmarik, his father, had been left with tunnels too deep, too close to the outer caverns of the Bori mountains in the western part of the city. He did his best, yet the mines he owned had been dry for years and the tunnels collapsing. The Thalanaxe vault went bare and in a matter of years, the rumors had spread, then he fell ill. Families did their work, the Granvangs first, out of spite from moneys due for generations. Then the Ordimms and the Silvunaks joined in, convincing this one and that of the plight of the Thalanaxe family, offering a new start, and a new name.


  King Nalanobek and Bishop Dalurthain both took pity and tried to stop the inevitable, even before Azenairk’s pleas and formal suits of transgression hit the meeting halls. Nothing slowed the extinction of his family, his father and he the last of a line that dated its roots back to when men first came to this continent from the north almost three thousand years ago. Tragedy after bad luck after misguided deal, the last few decades saw the decline of one of the oldest dwarven families alive. Now his family was done, and Azenairk walked the torchlit backtunnels to the rear entrance to his father’s room.


  The fifteen foot cathedral passageways were silent, nearly three times taller than the stocky bear of a man, taller than any in his family, what was left of it anyway. Azenairk remembered his father measuring him in their chambers before work in the mines, stopping when his mother had passed years ago. A hair over five feet now, fully grown, and a full beard of shiny black just like his old father. Now nearing his sixty third birthday, and his steel maul of a hammer easily hefted from whence his father gave it so long ago, Azenairk had been praying for guidance from Vundren, creator of the mountains, savior of his people, keeper of truth and deeds. He was praying for those fond memories to have a better finish than this. He had no direction, a futile feel to his every breath as all he knew, all he was proud of since a small child, was nearing an end he could not prevent. The stone design of the Hammer of Vundren laid over the two moons pressed in easily, and Azenairk loosed his own hammer free, holding it steady with both arms tight. He was ready to kill, should anyone be in the chamber through the secret entrance he used, for he needed, more than any other priest, any merchant or any rival family diplomat, to see and hear his father these last remaining hours.


  ”Father?”, the grand bedchamber was lit by glowing stones of ruby, jade, and amber, divine light of the temple acolytes. Oil lamps burning bright, candles surrounded gifts of gold and finely crafted steel weapons from honorable families and nobles for him to take with him to meet Vundren. Azenairk knew, with his estimates of debt, everything and more would be taken after he was gone and that would not even cover it. Gift or no gift, no matter the sender’s wishes, no matter the will of the temple, debt was debt and the laws state in no gray area that all debts are paid if one wishes to pass through Vundren's gates into his halls. The grand bed seemed still in the red rugged room, and Azenairk found his eyes wandering the tapestries again, like he had his whole life as far back as he could remember. The battle of the Misathi, the tapestry of King Egrinndim the Sixth of Fazurand, the second war of Marlennak, and many others decorated and centuries old. Collected by his fathers, fathers, father and one day he had hoped to receive them as his own to give to his children. The Thalanaxe’s had fought in almost every war, whether humans in Chazzrynn, ogre or distant dwarven cousins, even Harlaheim to the north. Two brothers died in the last war, near the foothill mines of Tuscko. A battle against an invading ogre legion allied with giants of the Misathi Mountains to the north, one battle Azenairk had been too young to fight in, one his father had commanded in. Despite losing his two eldest, his family was honored among the sixteen families that had defended the mountain city. His battle axe still resting above his bed, old Kimmarik Thalanaxe, was at the end of two centuries of greatness in the eyes of his son.


  “Azenairk, my boy, come closer son.” The raspy voice brought tears to his eyes, eyes he closed, for he would not show any regrets to his father in these last hours. The old dwarf, white beard and disheveled long thin hair, barely a hundred fifty pounds now, lay under gold trimmed sheets of red wool decorated with axes and twin mountains, the crest of his family. “You got past the line of crows, I see? Talk to me in our fathers’ tongue son, just for tonight, eh?” the whispers drew the man closer to his father. He wished to speak dwarven, though the rise of merchant families over the last centuries had Agarian slowly becoming the dominant speech of Boraduum.


  “What would you have your son do father?” his voice soft, steady, in sharp old dialect from his youth and the temple prayers. “I have prayed, fought, written the halls of both king and high priest alike, I will not leave our family father.” Azenairk knelt next to his idol, his father who had been the strongest thing in his life.


  “There is little that can be done my boy, little indeed. This will be gone tomorrow, and I will meet Vundren at the gate. There is one last thing I ask of you, besides forgiveness for what you have been dealt here.” The old dwarf coughed, mouth barely closing or opening as he spoke. The air just came and went as he became less and less vibrant.


  “Anything father. Do not seek forgiveness from me, there is none needed. I should have done more, fought more, seen it coming,..something.” He knew little could be done, even in hindsight, their property turned up empty and then began to fall apart, there was no blame.


  “Your brothers never believed me, nor did I believe your grandfather, Vundren rest him. Go there, under that chest by the foyer, and get the small steel box under your mother’s things.” His eyes alive like blue of the outside sky, unlike the deep mountain brown eyes his son inherited from his mother. Desperation in his faint fading voice and regret at his lost years, Kimmarik Thalanaxe felt some hope.


  His son reached into the dusty wooden chest, opened the bronze latch, pushing past old moth-eaten cloths and trinkets of his mother. A rusty steel box with the family crest on it, that was his inheritance, that is if he weren’t searched by the merchant guard. Carefully, the young dwarven priest lifted it out in the dank room, and carried it over to his father’s bed, kneeling once more. “What is this?”


  “Ahhh, open it, open it. In there lies your future, boy. Remember the tales of Mooncrest and the great Kakisteele mines, Azenairk?” his voice actually taking on a semblance of its former grandeur and spirit.


  The young man bowed his head, knowing where this was going already. He had grown up on those tales, ones that everyone knew were millennia old, exaggerated, and just that, tales. The great city of Mooncrest north of the Misathi and west of Shanador, the mines of endless gold and iron built by Vundren guided dwarves that were never completed, and the great war fought there by elves, dwarves, men, and spirits of the forest….and the tales were never the same of this mythical forgotten place. Other families, even ones from other dwarven kingdoms, knew that a city near there had started long ago and was wiped out by war and plague. No two stories the same, but for almost two thousand years, the search for these non-existent ruins was abandoned by any and all who had heard of it. In fact, mentioning it in any seriousness at all, earned the inebriated old timer telling the tale plenty of ire and ridicule from anyone in earshot. This, Azenairk thought, was one thing he did not care to hear about now at the end of his family’s existence. He would rather marry a hundred women and try and procreate out of this mess, than hear any of the old Mooncrest mine stories. “Father, you need your rest.”


  “Don’t you even try to pass me by here, boy. This has been in our family, secret now, for thousands of years, and ye can’t let the crows out there in the hall get it.” The old man opened the box with his gnarled fingers and swollen joints, revealing a bronze key the size of a dagger, an ancient bottle of some sort of dust, and a piece of parchment with the axe and moons crest of the Thalanaxe family. “It is here my son, the key to the mines of Kakisteele, the deed to the mines, and the dust for the demon of ruin waiting under the forges. Take it now, take it.”


  “Father, this is ridiculous, no one believes in this any more, grandfather even said once that it was...”


  “You promise me Azenairk Thalanaxe, on my deathbed, on the heads of your brothers and mother and our family line, Vundren keep them, that you take this and find it for me!” his voice was a yelling whisper, full of something not seen in decades. His father was delusional, the thought crossed the young dwarf’s mind for sure.


  “You have nothing here, it’s gone son, all gone. When you find it, find the forges, the six legged demon that holds it cursed will come. When she does, you dump the dust of your ancestors down her damned throat, and pound her with that hammer I gave ye, once for your father, eh? Now get. Go before they come in to check on me.” his smile was so familiar, so full of life, Azenairk could not leave. He began to pray for the safe passage to Vundren’s gate for his father, praying for a sign, for something.


  “I have made my peace with God, our keeper, I don’t need more words from you son, priest or not! I need you to promise me you’ll do this one last thing for me. I love ye, son, I wish I could go with ye, prove it to ye, and be there to see it. Go.” Kimmarik put the rusty box into his son’s hands, and looked at him one last time, his eyes tearing, closing, but not letting them drop by strength of will alone.


  “All right then.” his eyes were staring at his father’s eyes, identical the two were except for color of hair, age, and held back sorrow. “I love ye, father. May Vundren keep ye, farewell, and you tell him I will see him soon enough.”


  “Will do, son. Head south first, they will be watchin’ the eastern pass for ye, and the northern bridges too, once they realize you’ve gone. Guarantee they’ll be huntin’ ye, boy. Don’t let em’ catch ye. And thank ye, you be the last of my pride, don’t let me down, Azenairk Thalanaxe. Don’t let me down.” His raspy voice drifted off, his son shutting the secret door to the rear chamber. He lowered his head, and headed down the south tunnel, trying to hold onto those last moments with his father, ingraining them in his mind.


  Silently as he could, Azenairk, last heir of Thalanaxe, stopped by his chamber and put on his brother Geadrik’s steel breastplate and greaves, armguards and leather gauntlets. Picking up the round steel shield that covered half his body, adorned with the family crest. It was formerly his other brother Tadnek’s, a great soldier for the king, the stout nosed dwarf felt the sorrow coming. The gold inlayed Book of Vundren, the Golhiarden, was tucked into his pack with all the food and cold weather blankets he could quickly assemble. His Hammerpiece, a necklace adorned with the hanging holy hammer set on two round steel discs representing the moons, only given to confirmed priests of Vundren, he placed in his beltpouch as this was not a matter of the temple. Azenairk picked up his steel hammer, praying silently to God that he would not have to use it, not much anyway. In came a deep breath and toward the southern doors to the Bori Mountains he walked, probably guarded this time of night by at least a squad of six men on the outside.


  The doors pushed open, startling the dwarven outguard who had been staring at the cloudy night sky, beards of black, gray, and red blowing in the mighty mountain winds. Tobacco smoke whisked, whiskey bottles got tucked away, and crossbows rose quickly. Sergeant Levrim Longrinik, a longtime friend of his dead brothers was on duty, recognizing the priest a moment later. His hand on the hilt of a battle axe, yet motioning to his men to lower their bows, Levrim’s eyes were as shocked as his men since no one went through the outdoors at night.


  “Thalanaxe? What ye be doin here at night surprising us like that now? This is no place for a priest at night, specially in the winter times.”


  Azenairk kept walking, furthering the shocked looks he imagined behind him. He paid no mind, walking quickly down the road to the lower foothills, one he had been down twice in his life, this being the third time he had ever come through the outdoors, ever, and most likely the last. He heard the questions about his father, heard shouting too, for him to stop. He kept his pace, seeing well enough in the dark to move quickly down the snow covered trail. He knew it was marked by stacked stones every fifty feet or so, knew which way it went, and that it was too late to turn back now. The devoted son wondered if his father had passed yet, if Vundren had taken him, if the vultures were looking for him or through his family’s belongings to repay the debts. He wondered if he would know when the moment came, if God would tell him or send a sign. Crackk, into the back of his breastplate he was struck and he fell forward, tumbling ten feet or more on the icy road south.


  “I can’t let ye go father Thalanaxe, ye need to come back.” Levrim spoke with sincerity, yet had his axe and shield ready.


  “Ye fought with my brothers, and you guard the southern outdoor, just let me pass Levrim.” The young priest readied his warhammer, never been used once, but he was ready now more than ever.


  “They say ye owe a lot, and the law is the law, father. I have to...” Crracck, the hammer dented the shield the sergeant held up. Another, this one knocking him back a step or two and sent ringing pain through the dwarven guard’s arm. “All right then, the hard way!” furrowed brow and deep voice clear and unwavering, “Outguard, arrest father Thalanaxe!”


  He didn’t have much time, the other five soon to be within range, Azenairk swung low at the feet of the sergeant, and as he backed up, hammer high, the priest pushed him back with his shield, slamming him in the face and breaking his stubby nose. He followed his staggered opponent with a mighty swing to the chest, denting in his breastplate and knocking him to the ground, gasping for air. Azenairk quickly grabbed Levrims battle axe, after slinging his warhammer to his side.


  “Vundren edstrik valkir ner heshnik” he phrased the prayer perfectly, having never done it under pressure before and the axe glowed bright, just as bright as the sunrise over the western peaks. He winced from the intensity of it, and tossed it into the air toward the advancing outguard. The weapon weaved and bobbed, swirling blinding light shimmering from its steel blade. The guard tried to see it, covering their eyes with their shields, swinging, even shooting their crossbow bolts at it. They tried to get under or past it, yet they could not see with the blinding motion and dazzling rays of light plaguing them in the dark of a cloud covered night. The priest pushed on, harder down the frosted trail of ice and stone.


  The tree at the base of the foothills was sturdy enough for the dwarf to lean on, his breathing heavy and stocky, muscled legs tired. He glanced up, the sun rising in the west over the distant hills and forests in the lands below the mountains. He looked one last time at the outer walls of his home, miles away up the Bori mountains. He could not see it, Boraduum, but he knew as sure as the sun was rising that it was there, and that he was being followed, talked about and cursed for not facing the debts of his family, for not presiding over the funeral. The sun was orange, lighting the fog that covered all as far as his eyes could see, illuminating trees and cliffs and hills in every southern reach. He had to go down there, into Chazzrynn, the land of humans and fierce winters.


  Movement, the priest noticed something, many things in the distance overlooking a small cliff by a valley. Ogre, four, no, six Azenairk counted. They were watching something, moving cautiously with something in the valley below them, crouching and sneaking behind trees, each carrying longspears twice as tall as the dwarf. Azenairk began to head that way, having no fear of ogre in high ground, yet not wanting any confrontations outnumbered six to one. If he took his time, thought the stocky priest, maybe he would have help from behind him, for no dwarf would pay mind to him with ogre to kill, no matter what the debt. Steadily, and quietly, the young dwarf crept closer to danger, leaving his home behind. Moving through fog patches, around rocky outcroppings, and through foothills and fingers of the Bori Mountains, Azenairk Thalanaxe felt blessed by Vundren, for the feeling of futility and lack of purpose had left him hours ago. He knew he would have to make good on his promise to his father, or die trying.


  



   


  Exodus I:IV 


  West of Southwind Keep, Chazzrynn


  Forest branches seemed to lash out at the gray minotaur as he charged through the trees, not having time to duck. His massive body cut the path for James, who could barely keep up, both of them running low on breath. Saberrak noticed the elf had no difficulty maneuvering through the woods, and stayed a step or two ahead of him without effort. Running at this pace for almost a day now on and off, James had been slowing, looking back to see if the small tribe of ogre still pursued. And every time he looked, they were still only a few hundred yards back, dozens of them. They had run east, randomly, and the ogre were not giving up.


  “How close are they?” the gray gladiator pushed harder, feeling frustration from inside himself, not knowing where they were heading and not enjoying flight from battle. He had always fought to the death, had that mindset, and every time he had won, in Unlinn at least. Here, on the surface in the cold, the strange land of Chazzrynn, he had been running.


  “Which ones? The six right behind, or the ones behind them, or the five on brahmas?” James was gasping, his armor slowing him, feeling his age and lack of health. Sweat poured down his face into his beard, evaporating slightly in the winter wind.


  “What is a brahma?” Saberrak tried to keep pace with the elven woman, now attempting to dodge the branches. He heard many surprising clanks and growls from the human behind him as they quickly ran into thicker woods. Not prepared for the change in strategy with the forest, James now had to watch more than the back of his horned ally.


  “Brahmas, large smelly and hairy. Four legged beasts of burden, horns…big enough for…a pair of…ogre….or three men…to ride on…huge shaggy….war beasts.” James saw the clearing, his breath giving out, beginning to stumble as he spoke in gasping Agarian.


  “Reminds me of someone we know, James…” Shinayne stopped, drawing her short and long curved elven blades out, positioning behind a tree at the edge of the clearing. She knew that James was out of breath and they would have to stand here.


  “I am not shaggy, elf.” Saberrak huffed, loosing his great twin bladed axe off his back, straps falling to the snow covered forest floor. He too, felt the need to stand. The ogre were not going to give up and the clearing would only give them room to surround with those big beasts in the rear. “Shield up James, stay in the cover of…”


  “Southwind keep!” James pointed, kneeling from exhaustion. Through the clearing to the north he saw the great walled keep, its guard towers, the fifty foot castle walls stretching over the hills into the sky. He saw the smoke trails further north, from Elcram, and the faint outline of the slanted roof of the church of Alden. “Thank you merciful one, Alden be praised, thank you!” the knight staggered forward, ignoring the crashes of trees and heavy boot steps charging through the forest edge. “To Southwind, hurry!”


  Too late, the frontline ogre had closed at the end of the woods, six of them, armed with swords of polished bone and spears taller than the almost eight feet of Saberrak. James pulled his shield, drew Arlinne’s broadsword, marching toward the first beast in his path, the path hopefully to wine. The yellow-skinned brute swung his bone blade two handed, at the head of the knight, missing the determined man and cleaving half through a maple tree, blade wedged. James wasted no time, nor slowed his pace, eyes set on Southwind. He cut low into the ogre’s thigh, hitting bone at the end of his follow through, and then plunged the tip of his blade into the ribs of the crouching giant, the crosspiece stopping at furs and skin. James pulled the blade out from behind him, as he had not even stopped his forward momentum, hearing the familiar sound of ogre corpse meeting the ground a moment later.


  Shinayne hid behind the tree perfectly, covering her from the charging ogre, her blades crossed in front of her. The first one stepped into the clearing, turning his tusked face, black stringy hair whipping the tree above her head. His spear raised in anticipation of his prey to emerge from the woods, not prepared for quick short cuts to his triceps and forearm. Roaring in pain and surprise, the ogre turned to spear to his left, the side where the cuts had been made, seeing nothing. The elf cut into the hamstring of his left leg deep from behind him with her shortblade and plunged her curved longblade twice into its low back with her right. Not wanting to wait for the beast to try and counter or get up, she moved to catch up with James who had started his march into the clearing. She guessed the field and hills was half a mile to the wall, too far for a hard march if they intended to avoid capture. Yet she moved forward with her new allies.


  The minotaur swung low at the ogre’s shins, missing intentionally, the beast skirted his feet back, throwing his balance forward. Saberrak knocked his bone sword away, his axe chipping it, then stepped forward, his face to the ogre’s chest. His reach just enough to grab a handful of oily ogre hair and pull down, ramming the eye of his enemy into his right horn, jerking with all his muscle, his other horn cutting through the side of the head. Blood and more ran down his horns and down the gray warrior’s neck. As the spasming stopped, he lowered his head, releasing the dead ogre, hurling it into another that was charging. It tumbled to the ground, spilling over its dead kin, then Saberrak waited till they were a foot away, axe raised, and chopped the stunned beast in the back of the neck, decapitating it before it readied its bone blade. Saberrak picked up the weapon, much like a large knife to him, and tucked it into his belt. Running, seeing many more ogre and his friends in the clearing already, the gladiator sprinted to keep together. As he passed out of the forest, to his left and right he saw the numbers, dozens, and the huge brahmas, an ogre on each of the five, now six of them. They had been flanked, and retreat was cut off as well. Saberrak grinned under his curved bloody horns. He had been outnumbered before in the arena, never this much, but the feeling came, the determined stare of the gladiator.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  “Ogre raid! Ogre raid! Alert Lord T’Vellon, send for Lady Kaya!” the knight of Southwind put the leather tube back to his eye, seeing the horde of ogre racing into Alvander Field on the southern side of the keep. The spyglass showed a large group surrounding something, it looked to him like another knight of Southwind. His heart fluttered in fear, this having been the seventh ogre raid from the west this winter he had seen. Young Millan Mederris knew that the knights were spread too thin, with the escort of King Mikhail to the eastern coast to visit Prince Johnas, the king’s nephew, the raids in Silverbridge, and troll scavengers south near Thoranak. The last year had seen more ogre activity than decades past since the west was reopened on the order of the King. The plague had supposedly wiped them out, contrarily, the knights of Southwind had been fighting against a reawakened breed of ogre more fierce than most of them remembered.


  “Ogre where, young Mederris?” the tall striking man grabbed the spyglass from his subordinate, looking south. His eyes like steel, his posture perfect, and his white tabard with the feathered cross in red trimmed in gold, much like his father’s was. Lord Alexei T’Vellon saw the mass of ogre and saw one of his men fighting in the middle of it. “How did he get out there? Damn it, open the south portcullis, how many do we have Mederris!?” the Lord of Southwind ran his fingers through his short dark hair, moving quickly down the stairs from the wall.


  “We have fifty one my lord, fifty-two with yourself.” Millan knew he would be coming, knew all of them would be coming with Lord Alexei.


  “Tell my sister to have the archers assembled now. Watch the north and the east. On our return, cover the south should they be brave enough to try the walls.” His orders were clear and calm, voice unshaking, mounting his black steed, drawing out his longsword. Alexei charged to meet the ogre and save a knight of Southwind keep, fifty-one mounted men behind him. Sword raised, he yelled out the battle charge that all in the keep heard, the same yell that the ogre heard before he killed them, the same he wanted his father to hear.


  “Where is my brother going?!” the Lady of the keep asked in near panic, placing her steel armguards on quickly, strapping on her weapons, and picking up her shield. “Answer me!” the young boy lowering the portcullis, barely in his teens, stumbled for words and came up pointing west. “Hold that gate boy.” Kaya straddled a steed, whose she did not care, just one that was ready and whipped it forward, ducking under the iron portcullis past the young boys trying to close it. She was not about to let her fraternal twin take more glory for their father, all by himself anyway. She was the elder by almost an hour and had tried to remind Alexei of this more than once when a battle came. Lady Kaya T’Vellon would not sit idly by and man the walls as ordered. Dark auburn hair flowing behind her on the patched white and brown stallion, her eyes like steel, focused on catching the rest of the knights.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The minotaur backed up next to the elf, protecting her with his size, growling at the surrounding ogre. James stared at the largest ogre there, a plump one on the back of a brahma, spear pointed at them, grinning back in turn. “You have company you fat ugly bastard.” James pointed his broadsword past the mounted beast, to the charging cavalry of Southwind Keep cresting the hill onto Alvander Field. His smile was a genuine one of relief, excitement, and nervousness. The old knight dashed ahead, under the spear tip, next to the shaggy long dark hair of the brahma, grabbing one of the small curled horns from atop its bovine face. He pulled forward, his shield falling to the ground, turning the large beast, groaning and struggling, its rider trying to steady. Between the snow covered ground, the knight guiding the brahma left, and the ogre pulling back and right, the beast had had enough. Rearing back with a bellering roar of frustration, the ogre fell to the ground as James let go the horn. Forgetting the shield, seeing the elf and the minotaur behind him into action, he moved above the fattened ogre chief. The spear spun up at his face, missing by inches, a second attack from the ground went just under the knight’s arm, he caught it and pinned the shaft in his armpit. James spun left, snapping the pole, raising his sword in two hands, and plunged it into his enemy’s chest. The ogre howled in pain, punching the knight in the chin, knocking him back into the angered brahma. James’ vision blurred, a blade, his blade, whisked past his head, striking the furious beast of burden behind him as the chieftain had dislodged it at hurled it back at him. Ravenously flailing to get to its feet and get out of the midst of combat, the brahma roared behind the old knight, snapping him back into his senses. He grabbed the lodged broadsword, drawing it out the side of the beast and across the ogre ready to hit him again. Blood ran down the injured savage chieftain, covering his animal skins and armor and a second and final thrust to the chest put him down for good.


  Ogre turned, hurling spears at the charging men of Southwind Keep, only a few steeds tumbling into the snowy field. The clamor of steel through bone weapons and roars of pain mixed with spraying ogre blood from a furious charge painted the battlefield. Alexei pulled his men left past the bucking brahma, past the old veteran knight, sword arms cutting through ogre ranks as they circled. Slowing their pace after the initial wave, the Lord of Southwind turned back, shield side to the ogre, directing his men to cut through their ranks. Steady horses under sure soldiers moved into the fray, blocking massive blows and placing well timed strikes and thrusts, chopping into the giant trespassers. Ogre fell, withdrew, and backed into the edge of the forest line for a chance to defend themselves, now outnumbered more than three to one and exhausted from their hours long chase. “Drive them back to the west, knights!” the Lord of the Keep issued orders as he carved through the confused mass of his most hated creature in Agara. The knights of Southwind did as ordered, well trained in fighting the ogre in the years under Lord Alexei T’Vellon, driving their steeds into the fray, advancing as they cut and deflected their adversary.


  Saberrak threw the bone dagger into the back of the spear-wielding beast in front of the elf, it’s back arching in pain, opening its chest wide and defenseless for but a moment. All she needed, Shinayne cut upward across the ribcage of her monstrous adversary, spearing her left blade in between the ribs above the cut, staggering the ogre backward to the frozen floor. Keeping close to the gray gladiator, she cut the legs of those that came near and Saberrak cut the wounded down with his deadly double-bladed axe. Very quickly, the certain doom they fought against was little more than a scrambling retreat. The three found themselves surrounded not by an ogre tribe, but by the guardians of the western border of Chazzrynn, the Knights of Southwind Keep.


  James picked up his shield, strapped it over his back and cleaned his blade on dead ogre pelts, not wanting to, or not ready to, make conversation with any soldiers here that might know him.


  “Lord T’Vellon” one of the men shouted above the retreating ogre and reorganizing cavalry, “Should we pursue?” James hung his head, sheathing his sword, knowing already who they must be speaking to.


  “No, we let them flee. We are stretched thin here. Gather the injured and the dead. Burn the ogre. You fought well men, all of you.” His words were cold, feeling his sister’s presence next to him. Alexei’s blood boiled, again she defied him in front of the men and endangers the keep should this have been a diversion, he thought in near hatred. “I told you to stay, man the walls and archers, protect Southwind, Kaya. Why do you insist on embarrassing us in front of the men?”


  “The same reason you insist on not valuing me on the field.” Her words were distant as well, eyes fixed on the huge gray minotaur pulling a bone sword from an ogre body. She had never seen a minotaur close up before, and the rumors of their savagery she had heard of drew her to put them to the test of her blade. “I see I missed the battle again, brother, I am sure that pleases you. Take comfort in it.” Kaya dismounted and strode closer to the horned warrior who was conversing with an elven woman dressed in royal purple and gold, beautiful and tan. If she could not be first in battle, she would be first in greeting the strangers. The men of the orphan families of Southwind did as always, ignoring the animosity between the two, respecting sibling rivalry, and following Alexei’s orders.


  “Hail strangers and fellow enemies of the ogre plague. What brings you to Chazzrynn and Southwind Keep?” Kaya was pleasant, yet direct, knowing elves were few in the south and this one looked almost regal in her matching blades and fine clothing. The minotaur was massive, she did not know of a gray, and not one traveling with an elf or a fellow knight of Southwind for that matter. She could tell they were not from here and suspected they had gotten lost or run off from seeking treasures in the western ruins like so many the patrols had found, usually dead.


  Sensing the current meeting was safe, Shinayne sheathed her weapons and stepped forward to greet the lady with proper formality. The elf saw the garments of a soldier, shortsword and shield, not of a royal elven lady. However, she suspected this woman had rank or authority since no one interrupted her greeting. “Lady Shinayne T’Sarrin of Kilikala, Saberrak, and James Andellis. We have lost a friend to capture, a satyr by the name of…” the elven swordswoman noticed her proper bow and greeting were mostly ignored as she had gestured, open handedly, toward the minotaur, then to James. All eyes, soldiers, the lady to her front, and the Lord on horse, turned looking at the dirty and worn knight. All went silent, save a few hush whispers from the men who had stopped dragging and gathering wood to burn the ogre. “Is there something perhaps, I have missed lady..?” prodding for at least a name and wondering why they paid her no mind, Shinayne turned to look at James as well, seeing him the object of all the stares.


  “Kaya, Lady Kaya T’Vellon of Southwind Keep, and my brother Lord Alexei. A moment please.” Kaya walked over toward the knight, observing his posture. He was sitting atop a dead ogre, facing away from them all, long hair, unshaven for years, his white tabard almost brown from lack of attention and golden hilt with a griffon crosspiece revealed itself from the man’s side. She turned to her twin who was also staring at the man and had turned to meet his sister’s gaze. Alexei turned his stallion north toward the keep without a word to the men and rode through the snow covered field, mind full of emotions he could not separate. He knew that this was not the time, in front of his sister, in front of the men, after a fierce battle, to question James Andellis nor face him.


  The Lady of Southwind moved closer, in mild disbelief, to get a look at the man from the front. She walked slowly, circling around to look at the him. Blue eyes, staring back at hers, head lowered, red feathered cross covered in bloodstains, under the mess of tangled hair and beard, it was in fact James Andellis, the lone survivor that deserted the keep so many years ago. Kaya felt anger, sadness, moved her eyes to his, then the sword, and back. Her anger welled into tears, then to pulling her hand back to slap the man who had never told her how her father died, if he had died, if he fought valiantly. A heavy breath of hot air huffed from behind her, blowing her hair. Kaya turned to see standing well over two feet above her, the stern face of a horned minotaur, tattoos under his eyes, eyes that told her in no words not to strike his friend. His arms crossed, no weapons drawn, just standing there silently, behind her like a giant statue or guardian of this fallen knight.


  “Keep moving men, nothing to see here. Nothing indeed” Kaya glared at the beast, then the same to the elf and mounted her borrowed steed. Her dark hair was like a trail of brown waves as she headed back to the keep behind her brother. Kaya planned on talking to Alexei on the matter, knowing he would be more hospitable than she wanted, but she did not want this man in the keep, or Elcram if she could do anything about it. Alexei, she knew, would offer solace from the cold, be understanding to enemies of the ogre, and do what a Lord should to outsiders. Kaya wanted answers, justice, punishment, and to leave the wretch out in the cold for his disloyalty of years past.


  “Seems they know you here, James.” Chuckled the minotaur, always in the mood for confrontation. “Mind filling us in before we have to take on another army for you?”


  “Saberrak, there is obviously a history here, and one that James will share when the time is right. Do you think it is safe for us to follow James?” Shinayne backed the minotaur off from his antagonistic humor, sensing the delicate situation and seeing the pain on Kaya’s face, and their human friends’ the same. They needed him she knew, since they were more than foreign here, and would not abandon him in any way after all. Shinayne shot a pleading look to Saberrak, imploring him to be a bit more empathetic. Saberrak huffed in defiance at the elf, not overly sensitive to such things.


  “We need food, clothing, a good nights’ rest, James. You wear the same symbol as them, why is there such…”


  James stood up, straightened up, and looked the minotaur right in the eye, at quite and upward stare. “Whatever they are holding against me was no fault of my own, and well in the past. To Elcram!” The knight started to walk, hands still shaking, wanting not these memories nor the reopening of old wounds to the twins who were now the lords of his former home thirteen long years later. He would simply avoid them. His determination to get wine, food, shelter, a bath, and more wine had taken over any fear or reservations he had in returning to this place he left so long ago. His cares and shame had fallen back behind his need for a bottle and to get out of the cold.


  



  


  Kendari I:III 


  Tower of Salah-Cam, Sullan Swamps


  Gimmor, the rising green moon cast a shadow of strange light over the dark Sullan swamps and the crumbling rotted tower of Salah-Cam deep in its center of the frozen south. Kendari rattled his blade along the second wagon pulled and driven by trolls whipping trolls. “I know you can hear me in there, not one of you tries to run, scream, nor does anything that I will have to kill your for.” The captives had been quiet the last few days travel, usually the Nadderi had one or two that caused trouble, but not this time. He sheathed Shiver, and motioned for the troll brigade to stop their movement, allowing a few more whips to straggle out unnoticed, the elf did not care what they did to each other now that they had arrived. The cursed elf looked to the strange purple and blue lights on the fourth floor, the top story where Salah-Cam did his arcane researches, experiments, and studied.


  “Lord Salah-Cam…heh!” Kendari whispered in pessimism. “A self proclaimed lord of trolls and snakes in the middle of a swamp. Since we are giving out titles, I would guess I am the Grand Knight Errant of slum castle, and these be my royal green knights!” his sarcasm could not be contained at the thought of the wretched wizard telling men he was a “Lord” of anything. He had a lot of coin and treasures to pay for dirty work, this exiled human in seek of immortality, that was all that kept Kendari around.


  Up the twisting half crumbled stairs that wrapped the tower, quietly, expecting the usual confrontation and threatening tones, especially since his other mercenary would not be returning. A point that Kendari was all too eager to antagonize the old man with, despite knowing it would only inflame the situation. Peering through the eroded wooden door, left half open as it no longer closed fully anyway, the Nadderi watched as the bats from the rafters gazed at him, as did the mangy wolf by the table and the green glowing mist inside the glass globe atop the podium. The device he watched the world with on his lonely nights could sense most things near and far. The ancient human paced back and forth, glass bottles in hand, strange colors of red and glowing black leaving trails of mist. His black robes showed pale white skin and filth through their holes, the wizard’s yellow teeth and few strands of hair bobbing as he limped in the warm darkness. Warmth at least, thought Kendari, since the chamber had magical heat.


  “You are late, so very late my old friend.” Not even glancing, knowing exactly where the elf was from his spies and crystal ball, the dying wizard greeted his mercenary with contempt.


  “I have arrived with the idiots, a few short, and with gifts and treasures, Lord Cam.” Kendari strode as he flung the sarcasm of the title verbally toward the old man.


  “You missed an important scroll, powerful magicks on that scroll, too busy playing swords with a woman, an elven woman you failed to kill, of course.” Salah-Cam poured the red liquid into a burning kettle over an arcane flame, purple light and smoke rose again from the boiling mass. “The minotaur found something, he keeps it hidden even from his friends, the minotaur you dared not face.”


  “I was busy with an army of ogre, a knight of Southwind, and a highly trained elven noble your majestic-ness. I will track the minotaur, kill him, and get the scroll, yet I brought more than you asked already so the payment will be those enchanted boots I have been promised, or no deal.” Kendari paced the chamber, glaring murderous visages at the crystal ball and the bats, knowing full well that Cam could see every gesture even with his back turned.


  “I sent a man named Wellings from Vallakazz to take care of it. It seems you can’t handle all I require alone.” Smiling at the taunts, enjoying the games, and finished with his preparations for this evening, Salah-Cam waved his hand, curling one gnarled bony finger at a chair. It skittered across the stone floor to meet him as he sat to rest, long dirty fingernails clacking with one another.


  “Never got his name, he would not tell me. Now I know.”


  “The two of you obviously settled that he would go after my scroll, since you are here.”


  “Doubtful. We had some communication difficulties.”


  “What happened, mighty Kendari?”


  “Oh well, you see Salah,..he died.” Grinning from ear to ear, hands on his hilts, Kendari was merely toying with him, knowing that he was most likely aware of the henchman’s demise.


  “How?” the facetious question whispered out of the crooked smile of the old rogue wizard.


  “Easily.”


  “Pity, he took orders better than any other fool I employ to raid and pillage, murder and capture, or any other task I pay handsomely for. His allies charged me much and will want answers.” his false concerns and sorrow for the hired soldier of Vallakazz were amusing at best to the elf.


  “You know what happens when you try and undermine my methods and loyalty, Cam. Heads roll, men die quickly, and the trolls fear me more than they do you. You should be careful in your betrayals. Some may be growing tired of them.” The threat was real, no playful tones nor humor emitted from the lips of the cursed swordsman.


  Standing up in a flash of speed impossible for a man of over a century of magically extended life, Salah-Cam’s hand pushed into the air toward the ground as if something were there. “Tindalliov Kivrindil”, serpents, as big as small trees, red eyes and black shadow scales, a half dozen serpents rose around the wizard, staring at the elf. Kendari drew both blades and stepped forward on guard, ready for anything. “Gerrianol mivrinsal” the wizard pulled a black glass straight wand as he uttered the incantation, his eyes turning solid black, the lights dimming, and a faint wind with the smell of the swamps rolled in. Salah’s body shimmered, looked stronger, posture and muscle returned and grew to that of a healthy man a third his age and he smiled at the elf. Kendari looked to his left, trolls on the stairs with glossy eyed looks that coated their natural red nighttime glare. They had been enchanted.


  “Threaten me in my home, you curse of an elf that bites his master’s hand?! Fool! I could have you in the cages with the rest of the rot in mere moments.”


  “Fancy words, bag of bones. I could have you cooking on the end of this blade before your tricks managed a blink. Did I mention I have a satyr?”


  The old man lowered his wand, snakes recoiling into the shadows, trolls lurking back down the stairs. “A satyr, alive?”


  “Yes.” Kendari sheathed one blade to his side, the other he kept out, just in case. “And all I want are the bracers you promised, and the boots to go after the minotaur and your scroll.”


  “Kendari, wonderful, wonderful, of course. Where is he?”


  “Are we done for now?” the elf looked out the window, swatting a loose bar from the sagging rafter, admiring the night sky and the creatures moving in the frosted swamp.


  “A thousand apologies my damned and pointy eared killer, just keeping you on your toes. You are not young anymore either, even for an elf. Let me see the forest creature.”


  “This way, ahhh wait...treasures first old man.”


  “There on the pedestal, the boots, bracers in the drawer below. Hurry, Kendari, hurry up.” The excitement was gnawing at him as he shrunk and shriveled to the husk of a man, the arcane spell wearing off, shimmering traces fading in the darkness.


  Kendari grabbed the bracers and boots he knew to be magical in nature, pulled out his necklace and concentrated on looking for the enchanting auras the gem allowed him to see. The old wizard had not lied, this time, and Kendari placed them on his forearms, clasping them over his chainmail and replacing his boots with the new ones. He knew the bracers were enchanted, nearly flawless and indestructible and the boots had fey magic allowing only the slightest noise, even when running on leaves or cobblestone. He tried to concentrate on the payment and on the minotaur and elf he would be hunting, and not on what he knew the old man would do to the captives. He had seen what happens to them, for days and nights, used for horrific experiments and worse, sometimes having to be destroyed outright after unfortunate arcane transformations. Despite his nature, Kendari could not appreciate the foul workings of this wizard, especially loving the grace and art of swordsmanship. Kendari hoped that he would be gone before the research, as Salah-Cam called it, began.


  “Hurry up, elf. Hurry. You have to get to Vallakazz, to get my scroll, that’s where they will be heading, I have seen it in the crystal. I have research to do here. Hurry up.” His impatience growing, delightfully, like a century old child with new toys. The Nadderi walked down the stairs to give the spoils of yet another hunt to this foul wretch he had dealt with for far too long.


  



  


  Lavress I:II 


  Tower of Salah-Cam, Sullan Swamps


  He saw three trolls, green and shivering to his left, and a dozen more ahead on the lower floors of the tower. Lavress had already drawn his forward curved kukri dagger and reverse curved falcata, already moved within a few hundred feet of the foul place in the dark of night. His blades shone green in the eerie light of the moon, dark green of the troll scout he had silently killed an hour ago in the frozen swamps. The painted hunter’s elven ears could hear the trolls speaking slower, less vicious than he recalled. He concluded this was due to being tired and fed, hopefully not fed the forest creature he had come to retrieve. A satyr they had almost lost, Lavress assumed, seeing tracks to confirm an escape attempt a few days back west and north. Lavress knew his only chance to get into the cages would be through the bottom barred windows and to kill quietly and quickly. He knew satyr tracks when he saw them, trolls also, yet the light step of an elven heel had him puzzled. Elves and trolls did not mix and no elf he had heard of would live in this sort of place, in this cold climate. His senses told him the forest creature was alive, scared, and his tracking knew indeed where it was.


  Feet moving with small cautious steps through shadows of leafless willows and overgrown marshgrasses, the savage elf put his back against the crumbling stone wall of the tower. Laughing, he could hear laughing now from the top floor, a human discussing something with someone who kept a low tone. Lavress listened, unable to make out anything but that the conversation was in Agarian, his third language, and the man speaking was pleased or amused by something. The wood elf of the Hedim Anah could not find anything to laugh about in this place. Inside within the blink of an eye, through the open door and only an arms reach from a troll nearly twice his height eating a rotted pig. Lavress watched the black fangs and claws tear into the decaying flesh, a wound on the troll’s neck healing slowly, likely from one of his own by the jagged tears in the skin. Bits of meat, barely chewed, fell out the side of the closing wound, the beast merely stretching his neck and tightening muscles to try and get the rotted dinner to go where it wanted it to. The elf, had he eaten recently, thought about losing his stomach if it would not have meant certain death with four other trolls in the same room.


  His enchanted kukri placed like lightning around the fiends’ throat, his falcata from the other side, the blades cutting deep into troll flesh, sinewy and soft, blood dark and smelling of fish oil, he sliced the creature in front of him. It squirmed, flailed, and fell to the ground, its head still mouthing curses or pleas with no body to push the air out with. A small pop as the spine was severed was the only noise the hunter made as he ended the trolls cursed life. The other trolls glanced over, seeing their kin laying down, twitching a bit, yet nothing more moved or happened, and the others turned back to their sleep or rotten meats. Lavress lay still, holding the troll head next to the neck, hoping it looked natural in the shadowy light from the torches, hoping the other four did not catch on. Between the rotted meat in his lap, lying under a dead bleeding troll, or the smell of the swampdemon infested tower, he could not decide which was worse.


  An hour passed. The drooling and hissing snores of the trolls had been consistent for half the time and Lavress slowly and carefully pulled himself out from behind the cold rancid corpse. As low as he could get while still on his feet, the wood elf moved to the first slime covered oily haypile of a bed, chopping down across the side of the neck and held the black hair with his left hand to prevent the head from rolling across the stone floor. The falcata did its job well, severing through in one clean cut. The next one, face down and easy for the hunter, another chop of the inverse curved sword and another head he pressed into the bedding to prevent any last second gasps from issuing in the still of the shadows. The third stirred, Lavress freezing in place, covered in shadows, squinting his elven eyes to look for the exact second he may have to take this one awake. Back down into nightmares it went, and the hunter wasted no time in ripping its life away with a deep saw or two across the throat, his hand over the black fanged mouth as its eyes widened and then shut. Noise from behind him, the fourth was up, the breathing heavy, staggering clawed feet on stone, and he felt it hit him in the back. Not a clawed hand nor a heavy blow he had expected, but an accidental bumping from a half sleeping, nine foot troll. Lavress leapt into the air, striking the throat and severing its powers of speech, landing on the ground, kukri drawn and stabbing across the fiends’ thigh and again, forcing the stunned thing onto one knee. It gasped for air, reached with a claw as it tried to back away. The hunter followed, cutting savagely into it’s neck, then twice more as it fell, placing his boot on the bony cheek of his adversary. Head turned and the wolf hilted blade finished releasing this troll of its life. Lavress Tilaniun of Gualidura remained still, standing over the fifth troll he had killed here, listening, feeling for anything that might have heard him, still curious and suspicious of the elven tracks he had seen with the caravan. Nothing, he heard an owl in the distance, then another, but nothing close. Cautious now, having already missed one troll in here, Lavress wiped his blades slowly through the hay and watched the entrance to the bottom of the tower.


  Moving like death itself, silent and unnoticed, he crept close to the cages. Searching the captives from behind old rusty iron bars, in cages meant for animals, Lavress saw two sleeping women, one of them with child, both human, both asleep. Three men, old and near their ends by the look of it, stared back from the huddled rear of the cage, keeping silent and obviously afraid of whatever it was peering at them from the dark outside. In horror or shock, the wood elf hunter thought, for none of them even blinked or talked to one another, just stared at him as he passed them by. The third cage held a shivering and much awake satyr, paying no mind to outside his prison, and by the looks of his wounds, temporary as they were, he had seen enough troll hospitality for a lifetime. Their eyes met, Lavress’ topaz eyes rich and warm looked into the forest brown and swollen eyes of the satyr that lit up like a fire, realizing it was not the Nadderi slaver that stood outside his cage.


  “Are you Lavress? Lavress Tilaniun? The hunter that Shinayne and I had been following?” His words, despite the whisper, could not be contained nor slowed. Lavress noticed his blinking increased rapidly.


  “SSSShhhhh. Yes. You know Shinayne? Are you alone, did anyone else get captured with you, satyr?” the hunter pried the rusty lock off with ease, snapping it at the end enough to make an echoing burst of metal. The cage opened and Bedesh smiled another smile as if his life had been saved miraculously once again. He hugged the elven man with all he had left.


  “No, I’m alone, save these ones he took before me with the trolls. Lady Shinayne loves you, and her and I and Nathaniel, well Nathaniel died at the clawed hands of the …” His lips pursed shut by the wood elf’s fingers.


  “SSShhhhh. We have to leave now, the others will have heard me breaking the lock.” Hushed the hunter. “How many upstairs?”


  “Only two. A creepy old wizard and an elf named Kendari, cursed one. Are we going to kill them?” Bedesh felt a moment of anticipation at getting revenge, smiling, and then quickly dismissing the un-satyr like feeling a moment later.


  “No. You are injured, we are too far from help, and did you say…” Lavress thought he had heard that name before when he was admitted to the Hedim Anah. He had heard the court of the Whitemoon mention that name as he passed to receive his enchanted kukri and falcata blade. He was spoken of in a meeting, a secret meeting that those well above him had been invited to. The decision made for him, the painted wood elf led Bedesh out the way he came in, hearing the sound of many footsteps from above the first floor and below from the basement of the rotted tower. “We must go.”


  “The others, the women and the old men. What about the cursed elf and the tro...” silenced again, this time with a threatening blade in the elf’s’ hand.


  “No time, they are coming. You are unarmed and an easy target for them. Valhirst is north and east of here about five days. We will find Shinayne there perhaps, I’m not sure. No time satyr. Sorry.” Lavress pulled his falcata and headed into the swamp, his little horned ally close behind.


  “Try and keep up. What is your name, since you know mine so well?” Lavress made talk more to keep him calm as he heard the trolls screeching behind him in the distance and knew they would be able to follow at night.


  “Bedesh. Bedesh of Haven Glen, it’s near your...”


  “I know, I have been to Haven Glen. Beautiful, tranquil, and the best palm wine in the world. Well Bedesh, can you use a bow?” Lavress knew they would not get out of this without a fight and the Satyr might have to help. His friend was limping, the trolls would surely catch them if they managed to follow their trail.


  “Know how? I was Lady Shinayne’s archer I’ll have you know, after Nathaniel passed and before I was captured that is.” Bedesh grabbed the bow and quiver that the elven hunter passed to him as they ran faster than even his female friend could have. “Is it true that you and Lady Shinayne are...”


  “SSShhhhh. That is a talk for another time, between her and I, not you. Keep moving Bedesh. We make for a temple of the Whitemoon.” Lavress smiled at his lover’s inability to keep secrets. He wondered what else she had shared with the satyr. He was secretly warmed inside to know she was alive and had traveled this far to be with him. The hunters’ concern now was for her safety and getting the invaluable books in his pack to the Order of the Whitemoon. Shinayne of Kilikala would have to understand someday that his secret orders from the Hedim Anah had to be carried out alone. He appreciated her desire to prove her love and devotion to the wood elf, yet this was obviously the wrong place to put such feelings to the test. Lavress felt a twinge of guilt in his chest, an elf had died, a satyr tortured, all over him leaving without being able to tell her where he was going. The safety of the fey and the elven race had unfortunately demanded loss of life. Lavress kept moving in the dark of night with Bedesh beside him, hoping it would not take theirs as well.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  “Get up, lazy elf, get up!! Get on your feet, what kind of killer are you that lets my treasures be taken in the night?!!” the old man paced, hands frantically waving, stomping up and down on the stone floor next to Kendari’s bed. It was dark, save the light glow from the green moon and a touch from the crescent white moon following in the sky. Kendari got to his feet, cold stone floor unwelcome to the touch, and grabbed Shiver from the sheath. His robes wrapped tightly in the chill air, he moved upstairs behind the paranoid raving mad lunatic of a wizard. Warmth, like an invisible curtain of heat, smothered his body in the upper chamber that was always magically heated. The swirling glass ball in the center had many a bright light dancing from within, the bats were squeaking and the wolf was growling, a room of complete absurd chaos in the middle of sleep. “There! One of your kind running away with my satyr!” Salah-Cam pointed out the over-sized window large enough for two to sit in and watch the swamp. Kendari squinted, focusing on the movements and adjusting his eyes to being awake, trying to ignore the commotion that seemed unbearable to anyone wanting to get a clear thought in their mind. He saw them, two figures running quite a way into the swamps, heading north. He could not make out more than that from the distance they had already covered.


  “Send the trolls.” Kendari turned to return to his chamber and get his gear. Cam’s hand grabbed his arm, stopping him with a death grip he had not thought the man capable of.


  “Loooook Kendari, look.” whispered words issued like snakes in the grass from his crusty lips, staring wide-eyed into the shining glass globe atop a pedestal. Gold light, blinding, the elf strained to see what was causing it.


  Two figures, a wood elf, painted face and weapons drawn led the satyr through the marshes. The globes’ vision closed in on the leather pack carried by the wood elf rescuer and the glow of light that issued and screamed from the openings. Closer still, the globe could see through the leather with its magical sight, both the swordsman and the wizard could not blink, enthralled with what could be glowing so much more than the weapons and trinkets this wood elf carried, the telltale glow of enchantments placed upon them. This was different, blinding, radiant, and of course, Kendari saw books. Three damn books, gold and ancient, powerfully magical with ancient elven writing and design. Knowing what would be asked already, the Nadderi moved down the stairs and put on his clothes and magical boots.


  “Never another longsword or fine chainmail armor of the Gods, or ancient magicked vials to remove my curses from the powers above. No, never. Books and scrolls, didn’t the ancients enchant anything else?” His complaints focused his anger, putting on his armor and new bracers, donning his straps and belts.


  “You are going to get them for me, yes Kendari?” the joy and paranoia almost embarrassing on the mans face, his hands wringing together in anticipation.


  “Yes.”


  “And the satyr traveled with the minotaur that is being stolen yes?”


  “Yes.” Kendari placed his blades in the proper place he always had, Shiver on his left for his right hand to draw, and the other longsword on his right to draw reversed with his left.


  “Should the two of them meet, will you kill them both? The scroll and the books for me please?”


  “Yes.” Getting annoyed at the line of questions, Kendari brushed past the wizard, heading outside. “Send the trolls behind me, far behind me. I don’t want to expose myself to this one. And get some better security to this hole of a home, it is in much disrepair. And I would produce a large reward upon my return, if I were you Cam.”


  “Yes, yes, hurry.”


  Kendari had seen that kukri before, seen the symbols engraved upon it very long ago, longer than the wood elf had been alive for certain. Nevertheless, he knew it had the markings of the Hedim Anah, the hunters of the Whitemoon court, the ones that captured him many centuries ago and brought him to be punished with the Nadderi curse. Hate swelled inside him and for the first time in ages, a healthy dose of fear. The Nadderi knew the training and skill that the Hedim Anah employed in their members and Kendari was eager, too eager, to put this one to his blades.


  “Massterr, dead ones, five deadsss down below.” The troll hissed fearfully to report any such loss to Salah-Cam.


  “Wait a few hours, wait for him to get ahead, we will watch. How many are you now?” The rogue wizard was strife with paranoia from his age, his wickedness, and the arcane elements he had been drinking to sustain his life. His mind cracked, his distrust of anyone he could not control was ripe, and he feared betrayal from a lifetime of being the betrayer.


  “EElevens my Lord, there isss eelevens now, umms, maybe nines.”


  “Patience my friend. Follow the bats and the wolf, follow his trail. When the elf gets the books or the scroll, you will kill him. Tear him to pieces for his failures and bring me what is mine. You will be greatly rewarded.” Salah-Cam stared out the window, unblinking, feeling his life running out, feeling the elf would take the books for himself, they were elven after all, who wouldn’t? “Bring the books, the scroll, and the satyr. Bring me his corpse, what is left of it. This is Kendari’s last run.”


  “Yesss my lord SSalaah.” The trembling troll rushed down to get the others. Screeching and hissing, the army of nine foot monstrosities gathered round each other, waiting for bats and wolves to lead them to another hunt for Salah-cam, another reward, and vengeance for years of an elf sticking his hot blade into them when he was angry. Revenge, slaughter, the hunt, killing, swarming, the trolls screeched in the night together, talking over the things they planned to do to Kendari, things they lived for.


  



   


  Exodus I:V 


  Southwind Keep, Chazzrynn


  “He is a deserter and a coward, you know it and I know it. Allowing, no, inviting him here is an insult to our father and all the knights of Southwind that have lost their lives. Did you see our dead fathers’ sword on his hip? Do you care?” Kaya’s words were daggers into the softening stone of Alexei’s composure. The chamber atop the keep, the meeting hall where the orphan family leaders would meet, was still and cold despite the fire brewing inside the Lady of Southwind.


  “They have been hunted, starved, chased, lost friends, and seek solace here after bravely standing against the ogre! Who am I to put them in the cold, tarnish our good name with rivalry from our childhood? What sort of Lord does that paint me to be, Kaya?”


  “One that respects his people. A Lord that stands for loyalty and honor, not for deserters and winos. One who respects his sister and family over the needs of vagabond travelers, especially ones who travel with James Andellis!” Her steel blue eyes full of tears, more anger than sadness, more emotion and manipulation that common sense or compassion. Alexei had seen a side of her that held much hatred since they lost their father in the battle of Arouland.


  “I sent them food, a warm room in the keep, servants to clean them up. They need supplies, they need a rest Kaya. Most of all they need time to plan their next move, as they said they are traveling east for some reason, looking for a lost satyr. They have encountered much and may be followed. I don’t wish to be the reason for their fate should it be a dark one.”


  “How do you know those things? Have you spoken with them without me knowing?” Kaya’s anger spilled out more with every attempt he made at explaining.


  “No sister, I had Evril listen in on their discussion in the common room. James’ tongue loosened after his second bottle of wine from the cellars.” Alexei T’Vellon closed his eyes, hung his head a bit, knowing his actions were less honorable than he would care to admit.


  “So you gave wine to the drunk, spied on him and his companions, and then speak to me of honor and lordly hospitality? That is what I despise the most, brother, you say one thing, do another, and keep your plans hidden from me the whole time.” Kaya was trying her best not to show interest, putting the anger first, yet inside she was starving to know more about who was hunting them and what had transpired to bring them to their door.


  “I did it to protect us, sister. I need, we need, to know what is hunting them, what they want, so we are prepared for what may be coming to put our men in harm’s way. Responsible, foul trickery yes,…but responsible.”


  Kaya had rode the anger bit to the end she felt, now she had her brother against the wall, verbally speaking, and knew she could now get the answers she wanted and get rid of James Andellis in the process. “Tell me what else Evril Alvander had to say brother.” Her eyes warming, temper cooling, motions less animated, her signs of peace.


  “I told you what he told me. They are in there with Father Brevond Sancadiun now, looking at some ancient scroll the minotaur found below Arouland. James is drunk and blabbering the tales of battle with a strangely marked elf, ogre, trolls and such. The elf, Shinayne, is royalty I believe.”


  “I noticed as well, she has that air about her, poise in her movements and courtly manner as well. Tell me more about them brother.” Her claws were in, her brother’s love and respect for his sister found and exposed, Kaya T’Vellon knew he would come to his senses soon enough. The two talked for hours, unraveling their thoughts, their ideas and speculations, and waited to hear back from their kinsman of the keep and the church on what the fate of the three travelers would be from the Lord and Lady of Southwind.
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  The young priest of Alden, white and red robes neat and clean as always, held his feathered cross tightly, uttering prayers of guidance under his breath while his other hand touched the ancient scroll laid out on the table. He studied the raw stone of the spindle and felt the ages old material that the words were written upon. It was not paper, not old papyrus, nothing he had ever seen or touched. Soft yet strong and the dark brown ink unknown to any old scriptures or arcane texts he had seen before. More than fifteen feet of perfectly preserved divinity, written in ancient Altestani, the holy language of the old world. “The language is perhaps two to four thousand years since widely used, the stone looks to be the same, and the material and ink seem to be as fresh at the bottom as a few years at most. Who did you get this from again my large friend?” studying with a large monocle, the priest paid little mind to the seven and a half foot horned gladiator standing over him.


  “A human, largest I had ever seen, but a man. Imprisoned, chained below the ruins to the west.” Saberrak stood guard by the drafty door to the common room, watching every servant and passerby with suspicion. The gray warrior was about as relaxed as he would get in a castle of men.


  “He gave it to you freely?”


  “After I cut his chains we stared at each other. His eyes were strange, glowing blue. He gave it to me and just left, I did not see where.”


  The chair tipped over, bottle rattling and spilling across the floor before James could get a hand on it. He scrambled to his knees, taking another slug of his third bottle of Caberran wine, “I have seen that very man Seberrrekk.” his words trailing in slur. “When I was prisoner to the oohhhgre, I saw that man. Beard, the eyesss, naked too. Chainss’d up to the pillar in a dark room. I know him. Yep, I know him.”


  The elven swordswoman, Saberrak, and the priest all looked at each other, then at James, then to the scroll again. “The wine talking for him I suppose?” the priest whispered to the others.


  Shinayne looked at them, chuckling at the rapid intoxication of their friend and looked at Saberrak. Saberrak was not smiling, nor laughing, just staring at the scroll, barely breathing. The elf took note, tried to get a glance from the minotaur, lowering her head a little, hoping movement would break his trance. He looked at her, open eyed, no expression save that of seriousness, stone-faced serious like in battle yet here and now. Shinayne took hint again, confirming her first suspicion, and continued to laugh with the priest.


  “Definitely the wine, especially Caberran wine. He has been through much lately Father, pay it no mind.” Shinayne patted him on the shoulder, taking interest in the scroll finally for Saberrak’s sake, not for any other reason.


  “Back to this now, the scroll is a history, dictums and passages I am not familiar with. It makes some obscure reference to Alden, Megos, a few other Carician Gods of old, even demon names from the old texts of the Aldane. The writer alludes to him or herself several times as “the strength” or the “courage” in the dictations, but never gives a name.” The priest was talking rapidly, as much to himself as to the others.


  “Carician Gods, what do you mean by that?” huffed the minotaur.


  “The Gods of the white moon, Carice…didn’t you study in church Seebrekks?” James paid no mind in his stupor to the irritation he was causing in the minotaur, no clue that he was very close to being shut up the painful way. “The Primalusus deficussus, times along ago’s and such…ohh yes more wine please.” Distracted from his stumbling lesson on theology, the knight grabbed for his bottle.


  “James is correct, albeit mispronounced, but accurate in thought. The Primalus Defectus in the old texts of our Aldane teachings is said to be when Megos, son of God, took his children away in the first exodus from the spite of the creator and strict laws on mortal involvements. It was forbidden for the children of God, the throne angels, to interfere with life here in the world despite sufferings and prayers that they heard. Alden, son of Megos, along with his brother Annar, and others such as Seirena, Siril, Vundren, and those lost in history, fled to the white moon, Carice, to avoid persecution for their love of mortal worshippers. In punishment, several of the loyal children of God, vastly outnumbering the Caricians, tore the wings from our Lord Alden when he came down to man and imprisoned Annar forever in the hells of Gimmor, the green moon and home to the nameless creator. It was then that the bloody wings and feathers torn were symbolized for the God of mercy and love of mankind, a symbol of his sacrifice to us. This passage in the Aldane is much taught of the cruelty of the old ages, and the light that is Alden, the light of his love of his children, men. That was four thousand years ago as the texts write and our temples flourished, until driven out of the north by the Altestan empires in the last few millennia.”


  “And what, father, does that have to do with this scroll?” the elven noblewoman asked, trying to take in the history, from a human point of view that differed from her elven teachings as a child.


  “Well, the writer here, referring to themselves by description only, speaks at times as though they were present at the time of some of the happenings from the book of Caricians, which is impossible. Since much of this writing can not be more than a century old, it is curious how the author describes such events from a different view and with prayers never heard of. I have a friend and scholar in Shalokahn, north of Harlaheim that oversees the mission there. He is passionate about such things and has an extensive collection of relics and texts from our origins in faith. Father Garret D’Ourmas, he will have answers that my few years as a priest can not come up with. I will send word to him, but how long will you be staying with us?” father Brevond was hoping and excited to hear a length of time in which he could research and explain more on this strange finding that now glowed with a light blue mystical mist from its pages.


  “Not long.” the minotaur answered resolutely and quickly.


  “Where, closer than Shalokahn, would you recommend we get this researched father Sancadiun?” the elf tried not to let the obvious retort of the minotaur linger too long.


  The young priest scratched his cheek, scraping his nails on the stubble of late afternoon. “Vallakazz my lady, closest place would be Vallakazz. Bishop Ransen Wainwright, my old tutor at communitory school in Addisonia lives there. He resides at the Temple of Golden Mercy in Vallakazz and is in close contact with the Lazlette Semanarium Arcanum, an order and college of wizards under the Lazlette family. You should be able to get much assistance there. I will send riders with recommendation to both the mission and the temple for you, if that is acceptable?”


  “Of course father, it would be most appreciated.” Shinayne reached into her beltpurse, withdrawing five platinum coins, griffon head emblems of the kingdom of Kilikala, one of the few countries that even used such rare metal for currency. “For your gracious assistance Brevond and for your rider’s comfortable journey.”


  Realizing there were many more of those coins in her possession by the jingling sound and size of the purse, the servant, the priest, and the drunken knight nearly asleep all looked from purse to hand and to the elven noble in amazement as she handed enough currency to feed a family for most likely a year or more. “That is most gracious Lady Shinayne, most gracious indeed. May Alden bless your soul and watch over you.” At that, the young priest took his leave full of gratitude and with letters to have written by his scribe.


  “Could we have a moment to ourselves, Evril?” the elf asked of the knight that had been seeing to their needs, young man, dark hair, perhaps twenty or so at most.


  “Of course, my lady.” at that he bowed slightly and left the common room. Evril had been informing Lord Alexei of the conversations he overheard between his delivering of food and drink, yet now he went to meet Kaya. She would want more than the rudimentary gossip he had overheard and would give much more, for her rewards were greater indeed. The young knight smiled in anticipation at meeting Lady Kaya, in the usual place upstairs.


  “Saberrak, what is it, what is really going on here?” the elf hushed to his side, whispering as much for possible eavesdroppers as for the possibility on James waking from his wine induced sleep.


  “The man that gave me this, James described the room exactly as I saw it.”


  “So? He probably stumbled in there recently, saw what you saw. What is so important about that?” the elf was not following the minotaurs thinking, having very little idea of what he was hiding. She looked at James, asleep in the chair, walked over and carefully placed the bottle on the table before it fell from his hand.


  “He said the other night he had not been there in thirteen years. How could that man have survived there for that long and looked that healthy?”


  “I think you are taking James a bit too seriously. He has been through much, and if you hadn’t noticed, he has a bit of an issue with wine. He could have been there months ago and thought it was years. Besides, what does it matter?”


  “Shinayne, the man was being torn apart by trolls, yet had not a mark on him when I freed him, then vanished. After that, my wounds were healed too, I am not even sure if he touched me. Something, something is telling me that he saw the same thing a long time ago, same place. We need to go.”


  The gray warrior rolled up the scroll carefully, placing it in his new leather pack already full of dried meat, bread and mixtures of dried fruits and nuts. The castle was warm, safe, and protected, yet the minotaur knew that things of value were never safe and always coveted by those nearest. The arena life of Unlinn had taught him that for many years.


  “Go? With him like that?” Shinayne pointed to the passed out knight, clothes and gear clean and pristine now, but still passed out. “We must stay and respect the hospitality of the Lord of the keep, at least tonight. Three men died in that skirmish saving us and seven more are at the mission with injury. Alexei and Kaya have sent food, wine, servants all day, and did not even ask for payment for the supplies they gave us. A little...”


  “More time to plan how they will take the scroll from us.” the minotaur huffed hard under his horns, certain that danger was near and that this place would not be safe much longer. He had made up his mind.


  “Oh Siril help me. Saberrak, you are paranoid, the animosity you sense, so do I. It has to do with James and his past here, not with us or that scroll. What is it besides some treasure to sell off anyway?” Shinayne knew there was no turning his mind around and knew she could not stop him either. “I was hoping to find Lavress, at least pick up his trail again. Or find Bedesh. Where is it you plan on going? Vallakazz?”


  “More answers there, right?”


  “Yes, but its three days journey on horse, longer on foot. We have to cross the Garalan River, and there are few bridges and ferries …very well then. What about him?” Shinayne tried to rationalize all of it, yet her chances of finding her lover were slim if she stayed in a civilized area like this, Lavress stayed to the wilderness. He had come close to here on his journey south, doubtful he would take his same trail twice, he never did. Hope, and a bit of luck, with that Shinayne resolved the conflict within herself that heading east across Chazzrynn with company would be the best choice.


  “I will carry him, do you have money for horses with all your riches?”


  “I have plenty of funds, if that is what you mean, but you can not ride a horse my large horned friend. You will have to ride a trained brahma, if they have one. I would not pay to put a horse through what you would do to its poor back and legs.” The elven noble checked her coins, she had plenty, always did, and always traveled with men who did not. That notion put a smile on her face, for even her lover disdained currency and jingling coins.


  The minotaur pulled up his polished greataxe, hearing the doors open with plenty of boot steps behind them. The doors swooshed open, revealing Lord and Lady Kaya, several knights of Southwind, and a few serving staff. “Good day, you look rested and refreshed. I hope we have been accommodating?” the lord of the keep met their eyes, save for the sleeping knight, to whom he merely glanced at paying no mind.


  “You have been most gracious Lord T’Vellon, Lady Kaya, our thanks. We have decided however, to take our leave and were hoping you would have steeds we could purchase at your stables.” Shinayne said with a slight bow, eyeing the gray horned warrior, making sure the axe was lowered.


  “We do, certainly. It seems your friend James Andellis will be unable to ride, however.”


  “He will ride, I can make sure of that.” Saberrak snorted with a small grin, knowing James would be hating his life and his stomach in but a few hours.


  “He has debts here in the keep and in Elcram, debts we can not pay and many wish repaid. We would like to escort you to Vallakazz, so you are protected, yet it would tarnish our name if we let him go freely.” Kaya spoke sincerely, knowing that many a merchant had come the last day to see her brother, having heard of the return of James Andellis, placing old debts into writing.


  “How much? And how do you know we are heading to Vallakazz, my Lady?” the elven woman smiled, glancing at Evril Alvander, who shied his eyes down, and then back at Alexei.


  “I am afraid, the total adds to twenty three and one half pounds, gold. And I believe father Sancadiun mentioned sending recommendation to a few places, Vallakazz being much closer than Shalokahn, I assumed, Lady Shinayne.” Alexei covered his sisters statements quickly.


  The elf knew, from her youth in court, that he may be telling the truth, yet the young spy had given himself up with his eye contact already, and now Shinayne wondered who else the boy was talking to.


  “How much gold is that, exactly?” whispered the minotaur to his slender eared ally.


  “Around two thousand three hundred fifty gold coins, roughly speaking. Surely inflated and if I offer half that they will most likely take it.” she whispered back. Shinayne knew how these things worked as well, dealing with seedy merchants on sail in the Carisian Sea for years. She reached into her purse, feeling for the cut stones she had, three should cover the debt and the steeds, all they need to get out of this place. She produced three marquis cut round and brilliant sapphires the size of marbles. “Will this take care of our transport and his debt, my Lord T’Vellon?”


  Shocked looks from the Lord and Lady of Southwind Keep, as well as the other ten behind them, none expecting such precious stones to be carried on a traveling swordswoman. Alexei stepped forward, eyeing the sparkle and quality of the cuts. He knew they were worth more than was needed by quite a sum. He also knew that was the elf’s intention, to put him in a position that he could only answer favorably to. “Of course Lady Shinayne, more than acceptable indeed.”


  Shinayne looked, peripherally, and watched as the young Evril cast a quick eyeshot to Lady Kaya, the lady did not look back, kept staring at the elf and the stones in disbelief, yet Shinayne had what she needed. The boy was a rat to the Lady, and to the Lord, and there was most likely something more to it. She assumed that the Lord’s information came through his sister, who changed its origins and picked out the pieces she would tell him, saving some for herself, the best parts. Shinayne T’Sarrin knew that the priest did not go to the Lord and Lady and tell them of his assumptions, he went to write letters. Lady Kaya had told her brother what the truth was, her truth, and got him to act. A skill seen often at high court, a skill that takes many years to perfect. Shinayne made eye contact with Kaya, smiling, and bowed to the lady, her elven arrogance shining through every pore of her golden skin. The elf smiled wider, smiled in silent victory. At that, Kaya turned and walked through her servants and men down the hallway, silently.


  “I will arrange for dinner in Andellis Hall, dine with us tonight while preparations are made for your escort. I will ensure the letters being sent arrive safely through what men I can assemble with the church and will give you some privacy.” Lord Alexei, young and noble with his composure intact as always, went to see to his sister.


  Rising from the slight bow that he had never performed until watching the elf today, Saberrak looked at his elven companion. “And what was all that staring about, elf?”


  “Just something between women, nothing more my horned friend, nothing more.” Shinayne knew now that the Lady of Southwind had spies and plans that others were unaware of. Now she fully agreed that their stay would have to be short.
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  The next morning James felt the food hit his stomach like bricks, churning bricks to go along with his pounding head and sweats, making the smell of the stables like a nemesis thats soul purpose was to destroy him. He barely knew where he was, thankfully having at least drowned out that anxiety. His moaning with each step did not even catch a comment or glance from his companions, as they had no pity for the pain he inflicted upon himself. Despite his improved appearance and a final shine to his steel, James Andellis still felt much less than human after five bottles of wine. Looking up from his boots, he realized, yes, he had been in Southwind Keep, it was not a nightmare. He paced beside the white mare, vomiting into the dirt and manure. His two friends waited patiently, one atop a brown stallion trimmed with white on the face, and the minotaur high in the air saddled on the two ton brahma.


  The giant, black haired, gnarled horned beast of burden let out a low moan as Saberrak pulled back on the reins. “You would not be so sick, had you not drank like a starved troll, Andellis.” His patience was wearing thin, wanting to be away from here, alone, where he could get some sober answers from James about the man under the ruins in the west.


  “I don’t get sick when I drink wine, minotaur. I get sick when I eat, or fall asleep with it in my stomach, and from the smell of horse shit on a full belly!” another heave, not much left. His eyes watered and pain ached in his gut, James was empty. He glanced at the pack on his horse and noticed the stable boy had hid and wrapped the bottles as he had paid him to.


  “They are sending us with five knights Saberrak, must be dangerous territory.” Shinayne speculated about that many being with, especially with Evril among them.


  “My guests, I hope we have been of assistance and may your journey be safe and swift to Vallakazz.” Lord T’Vellon, son after his lordly father, waved the entourage on, not waiting for James Andellis to get comfortable on his steed. “Evril Alvander, my sister sends word that the church has requested you to accompany the messenger to the mission in Shalokahn. You will take the north road to Silverbridge, then the Rivertrail through the Bori mountains to Willborne. From there follow the Erinsburg Way through Harlaheim and on to the mission. You two of Dunmoor ride with him, these brave warriors will only be needing a small escort for three days ride. Farewell.”


  “That answers that I suppose.” snorted the minotaur to the elf, happy with fewer prying ears on their travel.


  “A thousand thanks Lord T’Vellon, for your hospitality and assistance.” Shinayne bowed her head and kicked the stallion to follow the men of Southwind, keeping eye on James. She let her eyes follow the others heading north, sensing something was not as it should be, but powerless to do much about it.


  Bright sunshine beamed in the cold crisp Chazzrynn air, the road hard frozen mud with drifts of snow blanketing the way from time to time preventing the five of them from riding at full run. Crows and hawks, snow vultures and blackbirds all circled above, fighting each other for aerial territory and the meal of ogre from yesterday’s battle. Saberrak had some difficulty with his stubborn steed, pulling back the horns many a time to have a heated discussion about where the road was and how to follow the horses. The minotaur had never ridden anything save a chariot pulled by lizards before, and that circled the arena without any real guidance or skill from him. The gladiators of Unlinn had nothing to ride nor were allowed to learn. Saberrak had seen a castle, dined with nobility, ridden this thing, and learned much about the scroll he had been given. Now his eyes watched the two ahead of them, en route to some new place on the surface, smelling that this was too easy and the two men far too quiet. His mind raced with questions, yet his distrust kept him from mentioning them until he met someone that his senses did not urge him away from.


  



   


  Azenairk I:II 


  Southern Cliffs of the Bori Mountains


  Evril Alvander stretched from a hard days ride and warmed his body by the fire. “Middle of nowhere in North Chazzrynn, eh priest?”


  “Yes, yes. I have never been this far outside the keep, not to mention we are heading through two other countries in our journey to the mission in Shalokahn.” His obvious excitement brewing, nervous and in awe of the Bori Mountains at night, moons rising from the west over them as they spoke. The young man, barely out of his teens from the Sancadiun family kept the rolled and sealed letter in a leather scroll case on his side. His ears perked hearing something in the distance up the mountains not sure of how far or what it could be. He moved to the other side of the fire closer to the armed escorts of Southwind.


  “Don’t worry father, you are well guarded should anything come near, most likely mountain goats curious about the fire and smell of our dinner.” Evril looked over his shoulder in the dark of night, seeing no movement from the two Dunmoor men laid out on their bedrolls, throats slit and done bleeding out. The young man, following orders, clicked his hand crossbow into the cocked position and loaded a bolt tipped with white sticky paste. Pultfish bladder poison he thought as he carefully, as not to have the weapon discharge into his leg, aimed it up at the night sky ensuring it was in place.


  “Evril, there it is again, closer, it sounds like something is coming.” The young priest turned to stand and wake the others, fearing what would make such a noise this time of night in the mountains. He turned and froze, seeing the cold white faces of his protectors, their eyes and mouths open in horror, throats cut open and soaked in blood, unmoving.


  “Perhaps it is Alden’s army, come to save your soul.” Evril pulled the trigger, bolt releasing mere feet away and lodging deep into the priests back.


  “Help me, God help me, Alden please!!” the priest, feeling nothing on his right side at all, sharp pain through his back and shooting everywhere, screamed and cried into the night, trying to scramble down the foothills. His muscles twitched rapidly in his face, turning his neck involuntarily and causing him to stumble down the hill. He tried to scream again, but the mouth would not open, poison was spasming every muscle tight and murmured desperation was all that escaped. His eyes began to darken, seeing only the white moon in the sky and feeling only a slowing heartbeat and hot blood down his backside cooling in the cold snow. The priest, hearing much commotion above, knowing his end was here, eyes tearing in frantic desperation to live, his hand struggling to move once more. Trembling against its own muscles, he reached the scroll case, crushing part of it in the spasming grip of his uncontrolled hand, and began to roll his shoulder forward. To and back again, driving the bolt from the crossbow deeper into his body, he rocked forward with all his shaking strength, hurling the leather scroll case down the foothills and rolling over in the process, his white robes stained red. The tip of the bolt now through his ribs and protruding through his abdomen, Evril caught up to the rolling priest.


  “That was not a wise move, father.” Broadsword drawn already, Evril cut down through the young mans throat, spilling what blood he had left onto the white earth. He cleaned his blade on the dead priest’s robes and sheathed it, scouring the dark hillside for where the scroll had landed, curious to read what was on it. A blur, man-sized, yet a little stockier and clanking with steel plate and gear, ran past at amazing downhill speed, skidding to a stop and taking cover behind the overhanging stump of an old dead oak.


  “Better hide boy, there a comin’.” Azenairk Thalanaxe did not have time to say much more, let alone notice the dead around the human youth. His breath nearly gone, the ogre, six of them, had been on his trail close for over a day now. The dwarf looked south into the dark seeing foothills and rolling land with little cover. He hung his head, trying to catch air, knowing he could not outrun the ogre. He barely paid mind to this human, what he was doing, just that they were coming.


  Evril Alvander, being warned from behind a stump from a man with a mountain accent, mounted his horse, hearing growls from the north and heavy footsteps on a quick move. “Ogre? How many dwarf?”


  “Six boy, better hide, wake yer men, unless you have some…” Azenairk’s vision, accustomed to the dark, noticed now that the other three men were not sleeping but had throats cut and were very dead. “Vundren help me, ye surround me with dead men and murderers and chase me with ogre.”


  “Farewell mountain man, enjoy your fate!” the boy waved, and rode back west down the foothills. He looked back, thinking of making for the scroll. Then the ogre appeared, the first two with spears from atop the plateau and then more shadows of ten foot tall killers ran down near his hill. Evril Alvander kicked his steed faster, knowing the job was done and the bodies would not have to be burned since the ogre would tear them apart soon enough. His mistress would be pleased and he would get her pleasures for an entire night as promised. All that was left was to beat himself some wounds of the ogre raid and have his story ready for Lord Alexei.


  “Coward.” Azenairk breathed under his beard, keeping hidden to the left of the stump, warhammer in hand. Young Thalanaxe was not a warrior, he admitted this to himself, and had seen more real action in the last few days leaving Boraduum than in all his life. Trained, yes, he recalled the training with the Outguard and Temple Shields, but this was life and death of which he had no experience. The ogre approached, slowing their hunt and speaking to one another softly, as soft as guttural ogre could manage. They inspected the dead, looting weapons and picked for coins and food rations. One, the outspoken and scarred leader, barked orders to the others as it untethered three horses from the other side of the campfire and the bodies were loaded upon them.


  “Vregg id idullas, hrabekss ind!” The ogre all laughed from deep in their filthy furs through tusked jaws and headed west, pointing at the distant rider. One ogre in the rear stopped, “Unda hrabekk faden froul!” and it moved to the priest not ten feet from the dwarf in hiding. Azenairk froze, knowing if he were spotted he had nowhere to run. His knuckles went numb from the deathgrip on the hammer, his shield behind the tree stump, his body pressed against it, eyes shut.


  The muscled giant warrior rolled the body over, picking out a coin pouch, a waterskin, smelling the air as if something was not right, squinting his warted face. Azenairk’s heart fluttered, ready to give this beast a warcry and a cracked skull in one more second. The ogre sniffed more, rolled the body again and pulled out a crossbow bolt from the back of the young human in robes. Placing the tip below his nose, he winced more, made a foul face of disgust, “Tithjarrum”, and tossed the bolt down the hillside. The ogre looked around spotting something lower where his bolt had landed and moved to where the dwarf was completely exposed. It picked up what looked to be a scroll tube or case, smelled it, and tossed it to the ground again, “Bevrig, elda bevrig Sajogarne.” Some more talk from the others kept its attention west, away from Azenairk Thalanaxe and it stomped uphill to meet with its kind and leader. The ogre, laden with easy treasures and food for a week, headed west to find the lone human and eat a meal of man and horse. The priest, for some reason, was not taken.


  The cold frost of breath finally released into the mountain air as the dwarven priest fell into the stump and released his grip on the warhammer. He laid there for hours, staring at the sky, needing to sleep yet knowing the human should be buried properly. Azenairk lacked the energy to move, let alone bury a dead priest of another religion, but something in his conscience overrode his weariness and he moved downhill to see to the body.


  The prayer was long and tiresome, as long as it took him to collect the rocks in the dark for this young mans burial. On the side of a foothill, in the middle of a cold mountain night, Azenairk prayed to Vundren and this mans God, Alden, for his safe passage to heaven and the afterlife. “Don’t know what you men of Alden do up ther besides play with feathers and such, but get there safe and God bless.” He put the last of the stones atop the mound, saying his final prayer in the old dwarven tongue. “ Relianak, dandurs ufrimak, Vundren judissik ek mooriann. Just in case you didn’t understand that boy, I asked Vundren to guard you in death as we worship him in life. Farewell.” The last of the Thalanaxe family put his fist on his chest, holding his Hammerpiece symbol of faith to Vundren, the God and creator of his people in the mountains. Opening his eyes, the stones looked perfect shining in the moonlight and Azenairk felt peace within his tired body and mind.


  Starting down the foothills again, walking this time, Azenairk noticed the melted patches of snow the further down he went. The Bori Mountains had underground molten lakes keeping the mountain range warm on the outside, easy to forge for his people, and melted any snow. The old dwarves in the taverns told him over the years that most of the rain and snow washed to the north, and that was the reason for the Hollowmoors, a vast swamp the size of a small country, infested with trolls. They said too, that deep in there, a city of the swamp devils lived, and even had a giant four armed queen of the trolls. Many stories were just the whiskey or the ale, but this one about no snow ever forming on the southern side Bori mountains in winter, well the dwarves had a few things wrong, he thought.


  Azenairk kept his eyes and ears open, knowing the ogre were at most four hours west now and he was all alone coming into the kingdom of Chazzrynn. He had met men from here and the allied river cities of Larkenport, Bailey, and Willborne to the north. He had heard many a tale from the merchants that traded...Crunch, young Thalanaxe looked to see what it was he stepped in that gave way to the sound under his heavy boot. A scroll, most likely belonging to the murdered priest and forgotten by the ogre he thought. Azenairk wondered if the ogre could even read, not knowing much of their brutal culture, save that they were enemy to all but the giants of the Misathi Mountains, even hated their cousins the trolls. He opened the case, and opened the scroll, holding it to the light of the moons.


   


  “Father Garret,


   


  My friend of the cloth, may this letter arrive to you while you are blessed with good health in Alden’s blessing. I sincerely hope the warmer climes of Shalokahn are faring you better than the cold winter of Chazzrynn. I write to you in need of assistance with two most important accounts, important to our faith and to my kingdom. May it be known to you now, that I write this only to you and Lady Lazlette in Vallakazz and none other are aware of what I shall tell you. A scroll came to Southwind keep, by way of an elven noble from Kilikala, a minotaur, and one of our own lost knights from years past. The scroll is likely from the times of the Primalus Defectus, many millennia ago, as you are aware. However, the scroll is on a parchment unknown to me, and the ink appears to be blood. The preservation is immaculate, and most of all, the writing is staggered by the markings of impression, to have been finished within the last decade. All prayers and passages point to our faith, and are written in ancient Altestani, of course. The points of contention here are that a man trapped under the ruins of Arouland gave this willingly to the minotaur, and that his description befits a likeness of Annar, lost brother to our savior Alden. Second, that his disappearance after the fact implies some degree of speculated divine intervention or sign from God above in heaven. There is reference made to the exodus of our Lord when our faith was founded, and in great detail as Aldane histories also attest to. However, the scroll mentions two holy retreats of vast importance that occurred before then, and two yet to come long after. Not one great exodus, but five are written of in this most precious artifact. These findings are unheard of and nowhere written in any text in which I am familiar. The scroll is being taken to Vallakazz now, and I hope you and yours will meet its path.


  Secondly, I believe that Lady Kaya T’Vellon is aware of the importance or value of this scroll. Her men of the knightly order of Southwind keep are suspicious, and seen everywhere. She reigns behind her brother with a skill at manipulation surely derived from the bitter depths of hell itself. I exaggerate, however, Lady T’Vellon does not share in our faith, and I fear may be planning to get the scroll, if not her brother’s position, very soon. Too long have we watched from the church, seeing her wicked ways of deception and ill bargains of sexual natures with the youth of this most important fortress to the kingdom of Chazzrynn. She rearranges our plans for this safe escort to you as I write and the plans for the protection of the scroll as well, having her brother always convinced of her view. Please alert those you can of the feathered cross, and with Alden’s help and love. Assure me this relic of our Lord’s brother, Annar, will not be lost to the ages as he was.


  May mercy and sacrifice light your path to God, Alden,


  Your friend,


  Brevond Sancadiun”


  “And I thought Boraduum had troubles and turmoil!” Azenairk rolled the scroll carefully, placing it back into the casing and safely into his pack. Convinced that this needed to get into proper hands, always taking the responsibility laid before him, he set out south knowing that somewhere through the hills and flatlands and snow he would find Vallakazz and deliver the message that Vundren now set upon him. “Forgive me father, it seems Vundren wants me to take the long way to your lost mines.” Azenairk smiled up to the night sky and trodded down the valley of the Bori Mountain foothills, knowing his father understood.


  



   


  Gwenneth I:I 


  Lazlette Semanarium Arcanum, Vallakazz, Chazzrynn


  Long black hair dangled in front of her deep green eyes, eyes wide and agaze staring at the open tome in front of her, a tome she was not allowed to read for many more years. The tome was covered in silver etchings of protection from unwanted readers, easily overcome with a few utterings of arcane notation, her skills well beyond those of the peeping pupils here. For her transgressions against Lady Aelaine Lazlette, for delving into her private library of magical texts, and for reciting and placing to memory the elemental archpassages of control, Gwenneth could be expelled, or worse. That worry was an empty one however, as the daughter of Lady Lazlette, high wizard and overseer of Lazlette Semanarium Arcanum, was sure her mother was still teaching the ninth years their final coronation displays and object manipulations for the upcoming ceremony. Gwenneth was also certain that her mother was busy and nervous on the seventh floor of the west tower, herself safely distanced on the eighth floor of the north tower. The prodigal wizard had placed a glyph of awareness over the wooden oak doors to her mothers’ class which would glow and fade sending a slight tingle of the arcane to her ear, if and when her mother passed by. Lady Lazlette usually noticed them after the fact of release, yet the scolding for those tricks fell far below what Gwenneth would receive should her mother catch her with the forbidden books in her private study.


  “Caeldwiss efvias Selnivius, the lightning from the clouds. I rather fancy this as opposed to the meager tricks and invocations in the graduate elemental curriculums. What do you think, Hithins?” Gwenne smiled, looking up to the snow vulture perched on the black iron chandelier over the table where she read. “I could pluck your white feathers with this, Hithins.” Gwenneth Lazlette drew a black wooden wand with gold engravings from inside her robes, dangling it in a playful manner, awaiting attention and confirmation from the bound creature.


  “You would not dare, rebellious one, for I would tell my mistress about the incident with the Tandorial demon you summoned into this very chamber.” Hithins craned his neck back, egotistical as usual, his refined voice so unbefitting a scavenger bird. “Or the real reason Jamai Tanzikahn of Jal-Adeen missed coronation last year with a case of nightmares and delusions that took weeks to dispel.”


  “That little teachers’ pride deserved everything he received for telling my mother I possessed the ability to conceal myself within the walls of this college and had been doing so. And the demon was an accident of simple mispronunciation. I destroyed the little nuisance quickly if you recall.”


  “You, my lady, just keep those striped rabbits coming from wherever you get them and our engagements will remain confidential. You know how Aelaine despises my love of real food, so we have an arrangement, but no more demons please, no matter how small and manageable they may be. The smell of acrid acidic blood after you scorching its flesh was enough for an eternity of servitude.” The vulture turned his neck, eyes turning bright orange, shining toward the door. “She is coming, your glyph failed young Lazlette!” his well spoken voice trembling in fear of what Aelaine would do to him if she found him betraying her.


  “It did not fail, Hithins, she must have noticed it and bypassed it, making her presence untraceable by magical means. She suspects something. Not a word.” Gwenneth waved her left hand quickly, closing the book with magical wind, careful not to touch it as it floated on the invisible airs she created and back onto the top shelf in its place fifteen feet from the ground. She knew, had she touched it, her mother would be able to tell with arcane divinations who had last handled the tome. The lights of all colors of green and white and orange lit up around candles and torches of an enchanted nature, shedding an aura throughout the giant study that Gwenne had been trespassing in. Her mother near, the esteemed wizard moved behind the giant black curtains. “Indomi dedomi selnilii” her eyes closed, feeling the arcane energies shadow her, blend her outline and blur her body as one with the dark drapery of the study. Gwenneth Lazlette could see the room, yet her eyes and features could not be seen, not with normal sight at least. The shelves she had pilfered through since she was little, small tomes, hundreds of books, were all organized and neat on half a dozen bookshelves that she had wondered of all her life. Now she had but maybe twenty or so on the top shelf to view. At thirty years old this past autumn, the prodigal daughter thought her skills had nearly surpassed her mothers’ who was nearing her fifty fifth year and twenty of those spent as High Wizard of the Semanarium that her great grandfather, Flanius the Archmage, had founded over a century and a half ago. It was still spoken as rumor that Flanius and his brethren had achieved some forbidden long life from their arcane knowledge and were hunted down by agents of the Altestan Empires of the north for using such power. A gamble that any wizard worth her robes would face, since such practices are forbidden and watched for by secret sects of the northern oppression.


  The doors opened, by magical will alone not by touch, and Lady Aelaine Lazlette entered with her usual brisk pace and flowing black robes, graying dark brown waves of curled hair pulled back and elegant. Following her closely was Middir of Kivanis, mostly known for his invention of alternative spells and arcane application to older procedure and method, reveled as one of the most sought after professors of the arcane and the family’s most trusted ally. Her mothers teacher, and for several years Gwenne’s teacher as well, Middir was more plump of body and thin of white hair, save for his braided beard and mustache. The two had no smiles, more looks of concern and worry as if they had just had an argument and Lady Aelaine was in need of time alone.


  “Hithins, leave us for a moment and hunt would you my friend?” despite her concerned appearance, she spoke always as the Lady even to her bonded pet vulture.


  “Yes my Lady, my pleasure. Good evening master Middir.” with an unnecessary squawk and a heavy beat of its wings, the white scavenger bird flew out the windows, windows that opened into the cold with a wave of the High Wizards palm. The cold drafted into the chamber, ruffling the curtains, Gwenne concentrated on the spell that was emitting from her, blending her outline with the moving cloth, ensuring she was not noticed, breathing slowly in and out as the windows closed once more.


  “My Lady, it is not theft nor a crime against the Highborne elves of Kilikala to protect what is theirs by whatever means we have.” The old man sat on a chair made of sparkling air, one that he merely thought of for a moment. His arcane skills flowed freely and simply after so many decades of mastery in the arts.


  “They are not ours to protect, Middir. Those tomes are in the hands of one of their own.”


  “Yes, a savage wood elf and a satyr from the north, and hunted by the most deadly swordsman and mercenary in the southern realms.” Middir spoke with heavy northern accents, shortened words, and his point was always quick, leaving proper time for those he spoke with to retort. They were manners of high chivalry from his birth, trademarks of Kivanis and Shanador, kingdoms of great honor.


  “The court of the Whitemoon will intervene, one of your students said they recognized the engravings on his weapon to be of theirs. We should not interfere.” her patience wearing thin, impossibly trying to navigate through his wisdom and logic.


  “If the court knew those tomes were heading to Valhirst, or even near it, they would have done something. Not to mention that this Nadderi elf is employed by Salah-Cam, my old student, who is probably guiding this killer from afar. It is an unfair advantage that we can balance Aelaine.”


  Lady Lazlette moved to the curtains, peering out into the night sky over Vallakazz, the beautiful city of lights, art, and the magical college over the lake. Vallakazz was not like other cities, it was special, educated, people traveled from many countries to see the old temples, the beautiful manors, and the Lazlette Semanarium atop Lake Pellicram. Aelaine did not like dealing outside the city, nor with those not of the arts. She did not have anything in common with them, therefore there was no bond or trust. “What did Lavalandara of Kilikala say of these tomes when she contacted you Middir?” her exhaustion at worry of putting her students or colleagues into danger was weighing heavy on her conscience.


  “The Arcane Magistrate of Kilikala said that a traitor of their own, Eliah Shendrynn, had stolen four of the ancient texts of High Elven Magic and was being hunted. They believed that he was heading to an old temple to the Gimmorians, south of the ruins of Teirinshire and Arouland. They had contacted the court of the Whitemoon, and were assured a hunter would have them before any tragedy came about.” Middir of Kivanis lit a pipe as he rocked on the invoked chair.


  “And so he has, this hunter has obviously stopped the transgressor and is en route to return to the court as we speak.”


  “He only has three, Aelaine, just three. And he is followed by servants of an insane rogue wizard seeking unlife, his enchanted pets, a squadron of trolls, and this murderous assassin. To defend him, he has a satyr scout and himself. You and I, as human, can only imagine what powers could be learned from those books. Let us balance the scales a bit my lady. He can not escape the watchful eye of Salah-Cam unless we intervene.”


  “The wood elf will not come to the city nor accept our help, you know this Middir.” Aelaine traced a crescent moon in the air by the window with her fingers, altering its color to sparkling white with a turn of her wrist, then dismissing it into mist.


  “He does not have to my lady, but if his enemies thought he were safe inside a city of twenty thousand, they may err on the side of our elven friends to the far north, become confused, and give this hunter the distance he needs to get safely away.”


  “A diversion that could lead that assassin and spies of Salah-Cam to our city.”


  “A chance we take. Prepared for confrontation, we ensure that this killer does not get within a mile of the bridges.” Middir stood up, waving his chair away into lighted dust falling to nothingness.


  “You men have gift for strategy, logical plans, I wish Arlinne were here to help me in this decision.” Her head lowered, admiring the black marble floor with gold trim and feeling that long lost love choke in her aging chest.


  A warm hand placed on her shoulder, like many times before. “He is not, my lady. He left here not because of you or Gwenneth. He left for his family that remained in Southwind. His battles were there and so was his sense of pride and duty. No matter what you did, he would not have been satisfied in Vallakazz with all its peace and learning. He was a brave warrior and leader Aelaine, a leader of men into battle for king and country, not the captain of the city guard he tried to be here.”


  “If he had not left he would be alive today, here to see his daughter grow and help me with these decisions that come more and more frequent.”


  “Perhaps, but he would not be the man you loved, nor would he have ever been happy without a war to fight. Remember my dear, without him, the ogre may have rose up and taken this kingdom by much surprise. His death served purpose to uncover an army, organized and hidden, deadly, to the western waste. His other children, after Gwenne, now lead that fortress that keeps us safe. To you and I, sad and tragic. To men like Arlinne T’Vellon, it was glorious and in death he achieved victory over the ogre, his enemy.” Middir knew it was hard for her to hear, no woman likes to hear reasoning for her husband leaving her and a child behind to start again an exciting life of battle. He also knew not to mention the wife he took in Southwind and bore twins with. The old man had seen enough in his life from Shanador to Caberra, and here in Chazzrynn, to be able to put reason and rationale to any decision a man may make. Right or wrong, Arlinne was hailed a hero and loyal Lord of King Mikhail’s kingdom by his death thirteen years ago. Middir wished often that Aelaine had remarried and left some room in her life for something other than the academy, her remorse, and her daughter. Perhaps left something for herself.


  “Give me the night to think it over, but make preparations for the enemies of the elves to believe their quarry heads to Vallakazz.” A surrendering sigh and a weary soul bid the old man good night and Aelaine rested on a real velvet sofa of rose maple and burgundy hue in the center of her study. “Thank you, professor Middir.”


  “Sleep well Lady of Lazlette and you as well, Gwenneth behind the drapery.” The door shut behind him, his smile wide and warm behind his white beard. He loved to cause a little mischief now and again in his old age. Middir always had his arcane senses in place, even in the safety of the college, and young Gwenne’s glamors were no match for the experienced veteran, he had known she was there before he had entered the room. Leaving some interesting mother and daughter time, Middir of Kivanis went to enlist some help from the ninth year students graduating soon in typical grand fashion over Lake Pellicram.


  “Gwenneth Lazlette! You sneaking disobedient spy in the night! And Hithins knew you were here, that is why he so eagerly left into the cold night sky!” too weary to get up, Aelaine scolded from the sofa.


  “Calm yourself mother, I was researching, not spying on this political piece of intrigue that you gave into Middir about.” the best defense Gwenne knew was to defy and push a bit more, wearing her mother out to avoid punishment.


  “I did not give in, do not change the matter at hand. Bribing my vulture, sneaking into my chambers, glyphing the door to the nine years’ classroom, and concealing yourself within the drapes? Seriously Gwenneth? You will take this Academy one day, take my position as duty to your family and you insist on this rebellious behavior?” Her finger glowing red with wisps of flame as she spoke.


  “Mother, it is tedious and boring. I wish to study, to improve, to learn more, the ancient spells and arts, like you, and Middir, and Kalzarius, and all the others I have read about.” Gwenne sat next to her mother, knowing that she must be weary from the graduation proceedings, letters of arrangement, and now this elven issue. “Let me have my own class, something a bit more, say, dangerous?”


  “It is enough that King Mikhail can only take one wizard to his court this year, then King Richmond the Second of Harlaheim denied Lord Bradswellen the Third of Saint Erinsburg his request, and then….” She felt overwhelmed, her words trailing off, thinking off those books in danger, danger that could get them into terrible hands and have wicked consequences. “I should have had every one of my students this year assigned, and I have half. The letters to Jal-Adeen take weeks each way by ship, their wizards forbid communications from arcane means. It is a difficult year, and may take me till summer to get it all sorted, Gwenne.”


  “I could help. I can handle this matter with the books of High Elven Magic, I would much enjoy some breath from remedial teachings of how to detect arcane presence, decipher ancient tomes, and handling the same questions from the students in their third and fourth years.”


  “The same questions you had, same you asked Middir and I many times over Gwenneth.”


  “Yes, when I was thirteen, mother. I was raised here, in our academy. By twenty the other professors would let me teach their classes, and by twenty five they asked me for assistance on research.”


  “You are gifted, just don’t be in such a hurry. You are young …”


  “Yes mother, I know! I went to the village of Sierra Vale last week, to the south and east of here. I saw women my age, women with four children and husbands! And do you know what I thought as I realized my youth? I realized that I could destroy the entire village in moments, then reconstruct it, change the weather there, and still not be happy, for I am alone with all these skills and gifts with no one to share them with. You had a life, before grandfather died, a husband and a child. I do not, and you speak to me of youth? I am not ready to settle here because I have never left here!” her anger was as much the truth as it was a tactic to sway her mother to let her do something exciting.


  “Thank you for reminding me of how little I have provided you, noble daughter.” Aelaine’s sarcasm was showing, near the end of her rope with debate this cold day, seeking rest and comfort for herself.


  “You know what I meant mother. And my father has nothing to do with any of it by the way, he left when I was four years old, left to return home to where he thought he belonged. He did not write, nor visit!” Gwenneth, seeing that her mother was beyond decision tonight, feeling her temper, would keep her pride intact by slamming a door or three on her way to her chamber.


  The doors slammed, one by one, fading as her daughter got further away from the High Wizard. Aelaine waved her hand, the latch locking from across the room. She waved the fingers on her other hand, motioning for a book on the top shelf to lower through the air into her lap, which it did as the arcane energies took presence. Lady Lazlette opened the old, plain looking tome, revealing it to be empty of pages, a false book within the magical texts of her library, hidden for decades. Aelaine stared at the letters, dozens, old and yellowed from long ago. She opened one.


  “dearest Aelaine, please forgive me. It has been three months since my last letter, the trade routes relentlessly hit time and again by the massing ogre tribes. King Mikhail and Prince Johnas feel it is isolated circumstance, yet I feel there is more to it than that. How is our daughter, she must be nine by now, and surely enjoying the arts that you love so…..”


  Sobbing at every hidden word of every hidden letter that she had never responded to, Aelaine Lazlette felt pain like no other. I was pain she kept secret from the world, her closest friends, allies, and even her daughter. A daughter she knew that was too much like her father in many ways, so much that she had been trying all her life to keep her from, the love of confrontation. The lure of battle, the adventure of victory and risk was a craving that, Aelaine felt, had stolen and murdered her husband many years ago far beyond the woman he had remarried could have.


  Thwack, thwack, fwepthwack! the window opened for the vulture, who had flapped outside of it trying to get in before it was completely open. Landing above the magical fireplace, magical yet still warm and lit, Hithins shook his feathers free from the snow. He noticed Lady Lazlette, sobbing on the sofa alone and reading the letters again. “What have I missed, my Lady?”


  “Nothing, Hithins, nothing. Do me one favor, no interruptions till morning please, I need to rest.” Her neck wet from crying, her mind and body overcome with stress and worry, Aelaine did not move from the sofa. The snowbird flew over the fireplace, round to the other room, and circled back with a blanket in tow. He flapped rapidly, dragging the heavy wool blanket over his mistress as any good pet would do for his master.


  



   


  Exodus I:VI 


  Road to Vallakazz, Chazzrynn


  Shinayne T’Sarrin crept away from the warmth of the campfire, away from the snoring men, heavy breathing minotaur, and from her inebriated friend who was mumbling in his sleep. Even the four horses and the brahma made too much noise for the elf and she desperately needed solace and quiet this night. This night, seventy three years ago, Shinayne remembered meeting Lavress and she would not have her fond memories punctured with the sound of men and beasts nor combinations of the two. The snow barely giving way under her delicate frame, her blankets over her shoulder, she sought some distance over the first few hills. The elven noble crept to the top, viewing the distant mountains to the north, the Bori Mountains and the moons rising over their western peaks. The black, clear night sky gave way to the stars, stars that seemed much further away from grasp here in the south than in her warm tropical homeland. She sat cross legged, then decided to lie, gazing at the stars and thinking of Lavress on blankets in the cold.


  “his hand caressed her face, gently from the pointed ear to her jaw line with the trailing back of his fingers. She woke, deep in the meadow of her childhood, surrounded by old roots and tree cover, the frogs and night sprites singing in the moonlight. There were no secrets here, no fears of injury or harms of the flesh or the heart. Her evening gown barely a silk purple sheet to cover half her body and this chiseled featured savage stared into her aquamarine eyes, his deep topaz gaze glowing with warmth and tenderness. She touched his tan face, his leaf tattoos across the nose and down his cheeks, his signs and marks of a fierce warrior soul and a life in Gualidura. His hair like bronze wind, his body muscled and marked with ink and pride at his accomplishments for his people.


  Shinayne opened her arms, her skin lighter yet more golden by nature, and held him as his hand now ran teasingly through her bright golden hair, cupping the back of her head, holding her from touching the grass. Lavress moved closer, pressing his chest on her covered body. Feeling the embrace of her lover, Shinayne kissed his thin lips gently with hers, leaving just the tingle of connection for but a moment. The wood elf in turn, kissed her neck, playfully, slow, almost without effort, his many golden rings through his ears brushing her cheek. She felt his lips on the pulse of her neck, beating into and for yet another kiss from her hunter. His hands moved under her midnight gown, and her hands gracefully removed his leather vest, admiring the many cuts into it from battle. Again, the warm temperature in Kilikala getting warmer in the meadow by the moment, the hunter embraced his lover. Her soft lips pressed against his, glistening sweat only beginning to glow from their faces. Lavress placed his hand on her thigh, with a grip that held purpose and passion.”


  “My lady, are ye all right? Wake up lady, are ye dead in the cold? For Vundren's sake what are ye doin’ out here alone with ogre about, very well then, she’s breathing, that’s a good thing. Lady, are you awake?” the dwarven priest spoke quickly to himself, fearing the elven maiden was dead.


  The cold rushed back, colder than she remembered. Startled, the elven maiden drew her blades and sat up quickly. “Whoa now, that’s not necessary elf. I was checking to see if you were dead, obviously you are not, no need to cut me down here.” Azenairk Thalanaxe raised his hand up, shield up as well, and glanced down at his warhammer. “You don’t be wanting me to pull this out on you, and nor do I be wanting to, I am a man of Vundren ye see, and...”


  With unearthly speed the blades were at his neck, a curved longblade across his throat, and a matching short one with the point aimed under his black beard. “And I am Lady Shinayne T’Sarrin of Kilikala, dwarf, and you do not wish to challenge me, I assure you. Now, explain to me what you are doing sneaking up on me in the middle of the night, far from anywhere, while I was having a very good dream?”


  “Good? Sounded like you were moaning or something terrible milady, it did not sound pleasant to me at all. I was thinkin you were sick or freezing to death.”


  “Trust me, that could not be further from the truth. And who is this good stranger, saving elves from freezing in the middle of winter?”


  “Azenairk Thalanaxe, last of my family line of Boraduum, and the rest is my ordeal. I am heading to Vallakazz on important business to the church of Alden and with the blessings of Vundren. These humans can’t see a task complete without some help ye know, eh elf?” his slight nervousness with the proximity of her weapons was apparent and Azenairk tried to back away a step or two.


  “That much is true Thalanaxe, very true.” Shinayne lowered her swords, backing up a step as well, giving a slight bow to the traveler. He gave one in return and she sheathed her blades.


  “So, what were you doing here then, praying?”


  “Dreaming,” Shinayne was the same height as the dwarven traveler, though half his size in girth. “Meditating on something from many years ago, in silence from my companions.” she pointed toward the glimmer of campfire over the hills.


  “Ahh, I see, I do the same when Vundren has challenged me with difficulty and obstacles. The quiet communion with ones thoughts and spirit usually allows us to hear Gods answers more clearly. Not to change the subject of spiritual matters, but the ground is a bit too treacherous at night to be traveling with horses, don’t ye think?” Azenairk stated looking over the elven woman’s shoulder.


  “We aren’t traveling at night, though myself and Saberrak would have little trouble. No, with three humans, the travel must remain...”


  “My lady, my lady, pardon, but then why are those two men taking all your steeds westward?” the young priest of Vundren pointed his stubby finger to the knights of Southwind, the two escorts now escorting the animals back the way they had come, silently.


  “Two-faced thieves!” Shinayne whispered under her breath. “One moment.” the elf tip-toed as she ran, gracefully, and quietly in the dark. Blades were out once more, held low and out far to either side, trying to minimize any glare from the moons that may alert her unsuspecting escorts. Shinayne snuck behind the brahma, which pulled the rear of the herd, the two men’s white tabards barely visible with the moons light and the snow covered ground, yet she could tell they were walking quick and not even talking to one another.


  The dwarven priest followed, keeping his distance, and trying to time his crunching steps in steel plate armor and greaves to the step of the brahma. His warhammer out, shield held high, Azenairk kept pace with the caravan led by the less than honorable men.


  The elf moved out past the left side of the horses, way out off the trail to a small grove of trees and frozen brush. Shinayne ran through the little wooded area, getting ahead of the group heading west. She continued her run, planning to strike from the front between the two men, the one on the left first. They stopped, turned to look right hearing the loud crunch of metal into stone. Azenairk looked up, his shinplate just having kicked into a rock on the side of the trail, the two men drew broadswords and squinted in the dark of night at whatever manner of man made the noise so close to their position. “Evening men, heading west I see?”


  “None of your business mountain dwarf, now head off unless you be in the mood for crossed blades!” the men whispered loudly, pointing their swords at him, each with threatening looks and scowls.


  “I wouldn’t be no sirs, but she is.” Azenairk smiled, seeing the elf standing a foot in front of the distracted men. His smile dropped and as quick as he could manage, the dwarf ran up the slope to the trail to assist his dreaming beauty.


  Her longblade cut across the flat of the young knight’s broadsword, center and hard, knocking the weapon into the snow. Her off hand shortblade struck out, knuckles first, into the jaw of the man on her right, then back again with the pommel into the side of his head. He swung the blade up toward her flank and the longblade chopped down, stopping it a foot or more from her chest. Shinayne spun around full circle, the left hand punching the youth in the jaw again, followed with a swooping upward kick from the ground that sent this mans blade out off the trail, spinning in the moonlit night. The knight staggered, and went to punch the elf when her boot lodged into his groin, putting him silently into the snow onto his side gasping for air. “Saberrak!! James!! Wake up and get over here!”


  The first man of Southwind Keep crawled near the horses for his broadsword, spotting it he crawled faster. His neck planted into the snow, face turned aside with great force, he tried to stand. The thud of the head of a maul sized hammer dropped inches in front of his nose, catching his complete attention. “Where ye goin now son? I think you had better just stay put horsethief. Vundren forgives ya, but I think that elf there is still a bit angry.” Azenairk held the man in place with his boot, hearing men running from the campfire to the elf’s call.


  Shinayne saw the minotaur’s outline appear, his shadow boldly striding toward her on the white background of snow, then slowing its pace. James’ shadow as well, moving along the ground in stark contrast to the snow and glow of the white moon, Carice. The elven swordswoman noticed the dwarf, having the other traitorous man under control of his boot and felt a comfort of accomplishment and security wash over her, confidant the situation was well under her control. The tip of the curved elf blade near the knight’s chest, Shinayne stared down past the triangle crosspiece and leather wrapped hilt, staring into the man’s eyes. She noticed the fear, a slight tremble, not quite meeting her gaze. “And who put you up to abandoning us in the night? Lady Kaya I presume?”


  “Shinayne.” James’ voice calm but concerned, as if he did not approve of her questioning the man at blade point.


  “Or Lord T’Vellon? Speak, you trembling thief.”


  “Shinayne.” Saberrak this time, as much a growl or an order in his voice, almost demanding.


  “Will you two get over here? Get the animals or something. I will get the answers, just do...”


  “My Lady, Shinayne.” Azenairk whispered, there was a quivering in his voice.


  “What is it, why are you all standing there like I have just killed him or something?” frustration in her voice, the elf was confused as to why the men all had stopped, weapons drawn and were staring in the dark light of the moon. Her senses keen, all was quiet save the breathing, and then she heard it. Heavy breathing behind her, deep and slow it was, with a guttural echo from a large chest. She felt it too. Hot breath close to her, warming her body for a moment and the smell of something not familiar, not one of the steeds she had hoped had gotten behind her without her noticing. Whatever it was, the men all stared well above her, at least another elf higher in the air. The noble elf could feel it now, a heartbeat, slow and strong, a drum through the air, and beating faster with every growling breath. She smelled urine, not from behind, but from the captive on the frozen ground at her feet, he had wet himself as he trembled, gazing at something behind her. Shinayne looked into his eyes, seeing glowing green eyes, white and black stripes, fangs and tusks, topped with spiraled horns that lay back over the head of the feline beast in the reflection of her captive’s eyes.


  “Shinayne, just slowly, do not walk toward the brahma, toward us, slowly. Great white horned panthers eat brahmas, not elves. Are you listening?” James’ voice was barely calm, he had never seen one this big, the shoulder must be nearly ten feet, the body and tail three times that, and its long yellow tusks nearly as long as the elf who was now gently walking with her back turned to the creature. The huge feline predator crept closer to the brahma, quietly for is size, on all four clawed feet and sniffed the air, its black nostrils moving it and out, then the knight on the ground began to shake. The great panther lowered its horned head inches from the unarmed human, its eyes staring at the shivering morsel. Shinayne kept moving, slowly placing her feet inside one another, turning herself as she stepped to see what had crept up so silently behind her in the night.


  “If it wanted to kill us, it would have already. This beast wants the horses. I say let it have them and let’s back away to camp and see if it follows.” James’ voice steady now, the elf beside them. He had heard of great horned panthers tearing caravans apart, killing everyone. He hoped that this one would be satisfied without them.


  The dwarven priest crept back slowly as well, one foot behind the other, letting his captive breath once again and leaving him near his thieving companion, still eye to eye with the giant feline. Azenairk did not notice the other man he stood next to nor the seven and a half foot minotaur to his left. All eyes were on the white and black striped snowcat of enormous proportion.


  “No, no, no, not a good idea.” The dwarf watched as the man he had stepped on moved for his sword, and scrambled quickly to straddle his steed. In the split of a second, the great paw, black claws emerging from the long white hair, swiped the horse down through the leg of the Knight of Southwind, then a second paw crushed on top of the man and horse, gripping and retracting over and over into them as it pounced, pinning its meal to the bloody snow. The horses whinnied, the brahma roared, and the man screamed the hallowed fearful yell of a man about to meet his end. Every animal ran different directions, not a rein in hand, and the giant predator bit into the rider and his steed to silence them, biting playfully with great blade-like canines that hung well below its jaw. The human that had wet himself screamed as well, being not five feet from his ally as he was silenced by the teeth of the striped monster. He ran and scrambling at the same time, fleeing west in the night following two of the horses.


  The great horned panther pounced from one animal to the next, even swiping the brahma to the ground, jumping from meal to meal, coveting every moving thing as a meal for later. The snapping of bones, ground shaking with great leaps and bounds, and growls of an immense predator happened so quickly as it staked its claim on the herd of beasts in its territory.


  Saberrak lowered his horns, seeing the beast turn its side to him, spotting the easy flank and ribs of the cat. He raised his greataxe and drew the bone blade from his side as he charged. The gray minotaur was sure this cat would not let any of them live if things kept this way, and he had no intention of being a meal.


  “Saberrak! What in the hell are you doing?!” James started to jog after the minotaur, his head aching from the days wine. Raising his shield, the old knight followed.


  The elf moved quickly into the woods off the trail again, moving to the rear of the ferocious feline, her steps making barely an issue of sound. Azenairk put the steel shield high over his head, marching forward, unsure of what to do besides crush the cat’s leg and paw with his hammer. Yet nonetheless he moved in on the predator as well. “Vundren bless these insane travelers, bless their blades and their souls, protect them from harm father!” prayer always proceeded battle in Boraduum and the last Thalanaxe kept tradition intact, even far from his home.


  The gray gladiator huffed, growled out his breath, stewing his anger and energy in his chest. He lunged head first at the side of the panther, just as the beast turned to see him, the white horse still kicking in its jaws. With all his weight, shoulders and neck locked tight, Saberrak hit into the ribs of behind the white and black fur, knocking the feline monstrosity back a foot or more and getting its complete attention. An ear piercing hiss issued from the bloody mouth of the beast, backed up on all fours, hair raised on its lower back, it turned to face the thing that had just hurt it. Not wasting a moment, horns red with streaked blood, the twin bladed axe swung at the cats face clipping hair as it snapped its head up and away. Then the bone blade hurled from Saberrak’s hand, lodging into the face of his enemy just below the eye. The great horned panther let a foul hiss and high pitched growl, a growl of warning. The minotaur stepped in, paying no mind to the noises or threats, and swung at the beasts’ throat. Before the axe could land its mighty edge into his foe, a paw struck out and toppled the horned warrior from the side sending him tumbling into the snow bank ten feet away.


  The bestial feline hunched back to pounce on the downed menace of a minotaur just as two blades dove deep into its lower back and hips. Shinayne pulled her swords free, ducking in anticipation of a rear kick from the cat which she guessed correctly. The howling roar was followed by the rear legs swiftly and reflexively scraping the ground where the elf had been a moment earlier. The beast looked, green eyes the size wagon wheels, right at the stealthy elf and then its front paws felt the pain of a sword plunging through the left, and a warhammer crushing bone on the right. The great panther reared up on its back legs, snapping its head forward, seeing two little men with shields raised. It dove down in anger and hissing fury at the taller one on its right, James Andellis.


  Crouching behind his shield, James suddenly saw a pair of giant canine tusks on either side of him, just as tall as him, and felt the grip of something on his shield as the moonlight vanished and he was lifted by his shield into darkness. James did not reason to hang on to the shield, just reflexively his muscles tightened, as he was lifted by the fanged cats mouth, his feet dangling ten feet above the ground. Staring at the back of his shield, noting the scratches he had put there over the years, one for each ogre he had killed, James swung his body, tensing his muscles, and swung up to the side of the panther’s nose, driving his broadsword deep into the soft black flesh on the end of its face. The face wrinkled and hissed in pain, whipping its head side to side, and James hung onto the hilt of his blade and the shield for his life. A clawed paw swatted him off, cutting his leg and arm as the knight flew over the dwarf and skidded across the ground, his shoulder numb from the impact, his shield arm likely broken. The cat reared again, growling and roaring as pain shot again into its left paw, the crack of bones heard loud this time as the priest of Vundren swung into the middle of the top of the paw with the large steel hammer. Limping, favoring that leg now, the great horned predator beat at the dwarf with its good paw, raking claws across the dwarfs shield, and sending him back almost five feet. Azenairk stayed his ground and did not tumble or fall, his stocky girth and forward weight on his shield.


  Another cut from the elf, this time across the hind leg of the wounded cat. Dancing around its scrambling hind paws, Shinayne plunged her shortblade into the hip muscle, and cut downward like it were cloth, spilling blood to the snow covered ground. Now having its full attention and no other enemy within reach, the enormous feline turned on the elf. Lowering its head to the ground and backing her against a small maple tree, the beast turned its mouth sideways to take its meal in one quick bite, then recoiled quickly as an axe head hurled from many feet away, lodged into the side of the cats neck with a thud and slicing sound upon impact. The minotaur staggered forward toward the hissing beast, now curling in pain and losing pots of blood from the wound. Shaking violently, the cat freed the axe from its flesh, growled the high pitch feline warning, subdued and backing away from the minotaur. It turned, sinking its canines into a spasming horse, and leapt off south, limping and growling into the darkness of the moonlit night.


  Saberrak picked up his axe, in one fluid motion with his steps and kept after the giant feline hunter.


  “Thank you Saberrak. Have you ever seen anyth…hey, where are you going?” Shinayne was heading toward the dwarf and James who still had not gotten up from his fall. “The other knight ran with the horses, there is no way we can catch him on foot in the middle of the night.”


  “I am not going after the rider.” His focus on his axe, and the bloody trail into the woods, the minotaur would not chance the beast returning in the night for another attempt for a meal. Saberrak followed the great horned panther, alone, to finish the fight. He knew not to let an injured enemy survive.


  “You can’t go alone, that is insane! James is hurt, get back here!” the elf was talking to no one that would listen and her horned friend walked into the darkness, alone. “Very well, go get yourself killed then. Men.” Shinayne went to see her human friend, and see what the dwarf was talking about over him.


  “Lay still brave human, let me see your arm there.” Azenairk looked at the posture of this man, saw the arm raised up a bit too high, muscles tense. “Ahh, your arm is broken there, son. I will have to set it before I heal ye up, and it will hurt. A lot.”


  “Are you a priest, dwarf?” James was squinting, trying to loosen the straps on his shield with his good arm, not wanting to move.


  “Ay. I am Azenairk Thalanaxe. Man of Vundren, the creator of the mountains, God of devotion and strength. I can heal this, but if we don’t set it right first, well, you will never be thankin’ me since ye will have little movement there. So bite down there, James, is it?”


  “James Andellis, formerly of Southwind Keep, formerly a knight thereof.” James pulled off his leather gauntlet, and bit down seeing this dwarf setting his shield and hammer to the side and getting into position to set his broken arm.


  “Formerly? Well James, ye fought like any knight I have ever heard of, formerly or no. Now hold there, and don’t move.”


  Snap, the bone fit back into where the dwarf was sure it was meant to go, looking straight and normal, he held it together trying not to look at the face of this man as he was in severe pain. Azenairk had set quite a few breaks over his decades in the temple, forge incidents, mining collapses, mountain falls, but never from the assault of a giant panther. “Obrildin avgen ledbrorem Vundren, velk verden brelm Vundren, Femraal Vundren, hamannt Vundren.” his dwarven dialect and temple prayer perfect as his hands held the trembling arm and the moaning human. The last Thalanaxe, feeling his prayers were heard, repeated three more times the passages of healing and removing pain of the flesh derived from battle. Azenairk felt the trembling cease a minute later, deep in trance, merely uttering the prayer under his breath and beard with his eyes closed. He then began the prayers of thanks and gratitude to Vundren.


  Shinayne watched as the pious dwarf opened his eyes and James moved his arm freely. She had always been amazed by divine worshippers of Siril, the power of faith and belief, yet trusted her blades much more than any prayer.


  “Vundren told me to watch you closely, James Andellis. His power through me would not have come if ye had been a coward or unworthy to bless. However, you need to watch yourself with the wine. It can ruin a man if he not be careful.” Azenairk smiled, standing up and helping the veteran knight to his feet as well with an outstretched hand.


  “Vundren told you all that?” James was pessimistic about those that claimed to hear God in their prayers or have conversations with their deity and it showed in his words.


  “No, the wine I figured by your smell and the redness of your eyes. The rest, well, I just know to be true.”


  “Huh. Where is Saberrak?” the aging warrior picked up his shield and his broadsword from a few feet away, cleaning the blood of the great horned panther off in the snow. James looked around, surveying the carnage of dead horses, a deceased knight of Southwind, and a torn up, still twitching brahma. His arm felt no pain and he nodded to the dwarven priest.


  “He went after the cat by himself.” Shinayne replied, picking up the bone shortblade from the blood splattered snowy trail. “He forgot this. We should go after him.”


  “And where is our other traitorous escort?” James asked, looking at the dead rider still partially in the saddle of a mutilated horse. He looked through his pack, looking for perhaps, an order or writ or something that would explain why these men would abandon them in the night taking their steeds. He found nothing, but his hand did pick up something hard and heavy, smooth and cold inside the leather pack. The brave veteran soldier pulled out the smooth stone scroll belonging to the minotaur, weighing close to ten pounds for certain, he put it in the dwarfs pack. “Hold onto this, it must be more valuable than we were told. Let’s go save our foolish horned friend, shall we?”


  The three walked, following the easy trail of blood and cat prints big enough for them all to stand in. Saberrak’s booted tracks following as well, Shinayne took the lead, weapons drawn and ready for the panther to spring out any moment. The walk took half an hour and then they all heard it. The roaring, the hissing, and the sounds of trees snapping in the winter forest were undeniable. Following the sprinting elven woman, all three ran to save their friend before it was too late.


  The shadow was evident in the open moonlight at the edge of the trees, the minotaur walked slowly out of the lowland near a stream. They saw the shadow of his axe in one hand, and the other arm seemed unusually long, as if injured, dragging on the ground. Besides heavy breathing and footsteps, he made not a sound. They stopped, waiting for the cat to lunge out of the forest any moment, watching the silent shadowed minotaur walk closer, coming toward them. A thud in the ground in front of them sent their reflexes into motion, shields and weapons went to the ready. They looked down, seeing a spiraled horn longer than a man lying before them without the attached feline owner. Saberrak kept walking, silently, in need of rest and water, his body aching slightly from a few blows and the exertion of tearing one of the horns from the dead panther. “It’s dead.”


  The elf, the veteran warrior, and the priest all looked in amazement at the horned gladiator who kept walking back to camp, his enemy’s life taken. Shinayne peered into the pass by the stream, seeing the panther, bloody and unmoving, laid out with massive cuts in its chest and neck. She was sure, regardless of the horn, that it was dead.


  “So that is Saberrak then? Huh. Glad he is on your side I suppose?” the dwarven priest turned, following the horned warrior back to camp, thinking about what he just saw his first four days outside his city of Boraduum. Only in stories and histories had he heard of giant panthers, minotaurs, elven nobles, or knights of Southwind. Only in the tales of merchant families and traders from the other dwarven kingdoms in other mountains far away did these things truly live. He reached into his pack, removing the heavy scroll, jogging up in his armor to hand it to the minotaur. Saberrak paid him a glance, still walking off his intensity, clearing his focus on the panther, not really interested in anything the dwarf he did not know, or anyone else, had to say at this moment. Azenairk recognized that the minotaur was needing silence and respected it, keeping in stride, but not bothering the gray warrior. The priest knew that quiet meditation was healthy for the soul, and tried to concentrate on his father. Wherever he may be, whatever this strange journey was, he hoped he was safe with Vundren. Saberrak took the scroll from his hand and nodded to the stout priest beside him.


  “Those two are sure quiet, aren’t they Shinayne?”


  “Yes, best leave them be. How far walk to Vallakazz?”


  “Maybe the end of a hard two days march.” James was rolling his arm around and around, loosening the muscles and feeling no pain from the injury that the priest had healed.


  “Let’s take enough food from the horses and get ready then. I feel that Azenairk knows something, let’s talk to him in the morning.”


  “Agreed. I think he knows something as well. His arrival is no accident.” James made conversation, but his stiff muscles reminded him of the bottle of wine still half full at the camp. His mind concentrated on it, knowing what relief it would bring him soon. Southwind Keep, treachery, scrolls, giant cats, ogre armies, these things would not be bothering his weary mind for much longer as the wine always promised an answer.


  



   


  Gwenneth I:II 


  Lazlette Academy Vallakazz, Chazzrynn


  “Magic is not a power to be wielded, a gift to be stolen, nor a secret to be locked away. It is an art to be preserved, passed on, and never forgotten.”-from the teachings of Flanius Lazlette, Archmage and founder of the Lazlette Semanarium Arcanum.


   


  Snow fell in small wispy flakes from where she stood high on the bridge between the south and west towers. This spot, though not much of a view of the city at night, was overlooking Lake Pellicram, the traditional place for all wizards graduating their ninth and final year at the Lazlette Semanarium Arcanum. Gwenneth felt the winter air, annoyed that she, having graduated her family’s academy at the age of twenty-two, eight years ago, still had to attend this ceremony. The students all lined the bridge, seventeen this year, more than usual, and all six of the professors as well as her mother Aelaine Lazlette, High Wizard and Lady of Vallakazz. All the wizards were in their robes of deep blue, customary sashes of gold, holding their oaken staves and wands at their sides at attention. The professors, including herself and her mother, were dressed in traditional black with gold trimmed robes of the Academy, having no need of wooden items of focus much, however convenient at times when a proven wizard cared not to put in as much effort to channel and manipulate the energies the world supplied.


  The procession began, trumpets blared from seven floors below on the terrace, and Gwenne followed the professors one by one, incanting the words of arcane flight and levitation in unison, “Vianminor efrenti felanashrae.” the eight wizards rose slowly to a height of five feet above the bridge and drifted in mid air, turning to face the class assembled and hovered effortlessly almost a hundred feet above the lake. The trumpets gave their final notes and the small crowd of hundreds below allowed to view the ceremony all clapped and cheered the spectacle. Gwenne, next to Middir of Kivanis and Dasius of Caberra, looked to her mother out of the corner of her eye, waiting for her signal to begin. The prodigal daughter had never liked Dasius, the bald old Caberran, his tan skin and arrogant accent, and the feeling of dislike was mutual. Gwenneth had bested him at a harmless duel of arcane offenses when she was in her eighth year and called him “Dasius the lesser” in front of the class as the man tired out and gave in to the exceptional youth. Gwenneth had many months of Academy hours and cleaning duty for such an insult on a professor and they had made an example of her, most said because of who she was rather than what she had done. Needless to say, the two had not spoken many words since and were nearly considered rivals by the rumor mill of the Academy. Gwenne looked past him as though he did not exist and watched the others, Brellmond Graniff a man from here in Vallakazz who knew her late father and taught much alchemy and classic arcane. Enira D’Fallow of Harlaheim was present, a woman that once served the late King Philliam the third of Caberra and studied the attraction of magical energies with the great Kalzarius. Linnel and Damoval Traelsidian, the two old brothers from Shanador that once traveled with many famed wizards before retiring here, were both well versed in the elemental and telekinetic forces of the arts. Gwenne had studied under each and every one of them, grew up with them and their stories, and envied their power and knowledge from lifetimes spent in the arts. She longed to have been the places they had been and met the mighty and famous wizards they had met.


  Her mother waved her hand, illuminating more than fifty torch sconces with magical flame all up and down the four towers of the her academy, causing sounds of awe and admiration from the onlookers below. Gwenne knew that was her cue. She breathed in deeply, concentrating on her sense of magical energies around her and in the lake. Gwenne could see in her mind the auras of the arcane enchantments with her skills and years of practice, she felt the wands, the staves, trinkets and rings of the professors, and most importantly, the nine hundred sixty one crystals in Lake Pellicram. Her mind clear as she floated above the water in the chill night sky, Gwenneth Lazlette spoke the words of illumination, lighting the stones beneath the water, every one of them coming to life in a myriad of tones and hues. With both hands raised in front of her, not even looking at the waters below, palms out, Gwenne raised the gems out and above the water, gently floating and circling in a slow orbit, drawing hushed “oohs” and “aaahs” from the crowd at the beauty of the show of light. The other younger students, over a hundred of them, watched as well from balconies, windows of dormitory rooms, and other bridges. The High Wizard’s daughter opened her eyes, concentrating on maintaining the revolution of the lit, hand sized, crystals around the lake, her green eyes calm and sensing auras now well over a thousand feet away in every direction. Despite the repetition of this long and tedious ceremony year after year, Gwenneth did enjoy the attention and awe she received from almost every student and citizen in Vallakazz.


  “Welcome graduating students of Lazlette Semanarium Arcanum. It is the year three hundred forty four and those that have come before you, each and every one, have completed nine years of study here with us. It is a dark time for our art and has been since the migration from Altestan to Agara so many centuries ago. Many of you will serve great lords, some mighty wizards, a few will be counsel in the halls of kings, and some still will stay here and teach our craft to others. We have a proud and honorable reputation here in Vallakazz, and our curriculum does not ever lower the standards set down by my great grandfather and the other founders of this Academy of the arcane. Regardless of your destinations, your stone of ceremonial passage will join the other nine hundred sixty one before you, a test of the skills you have mastered here with us. You have all passed the written and laboratorial examinations here and tonight we will test your control of the arcane powers you have learned. Remember always, that our art, our practitioners, and our teachers are hunted relentlessly by those agents of the Altestan Empires. Their belief that the secrets of the arcane must be guarded and controlled was the reason we fled south, the reason many wizards have perished, and the reason and undeniable truth, that you must pass on what you have learned. Professor Linnel Traelsidian.” Aelaine waved her hand, sending faint white light over top of the old gray bearded man with a sagging brimmed hat.


  Gwenne tried to listen, but her senses of arcane energies were pulled, something powerful, four things powerful, more so than any concentration she had ever seen. One was moving slowly closer to the city from the west, she had no means to really see it, or the area, only her senses of arcane sight told her that it was there, powerful and old. The other three were moving faster, moving away from Vallakazz, heading north, all together very close, going past the city, miles away. Gwenne could not tell exactly, but her senses had improved more than she had ever imagined since she still held the glowing crystals in orbit, was levitating above the water, and could see the arcane in two different directions well outside the city. She glanced over at Middir, who was staring at her, she looked back, both of them with concern on their faces. The old professor nodded and opened his eyes wide, suggesting she keep her focus on the here and now, also that he was aware of what she was seeing. Gwenne assumed he was seeing the same thing and by the quick glance of her mother to them both, it was the three of them alone that had noticed the auras from this distance. None of them paid much attention to professor Linnel’s speech on the use of telekinetic forces of the arcane to assist in everyday life, they had heard it many times before and Gwenne was interested more in the things her mother and Middir were seeing with her.


  “….It has been my pleasure to instruct you on the uses of the existing energies, unseen and ancient, that a wizard may make use of in the world. I commend you all.” Linnel finished with removing his hat and swooping low while levitating over the swirl of glowing crystals and the lake, revealing he had more hair in his gray beard stretching to his chest than on his head.


  “Professor Damoval Traelsidian.” Aelaine waved her hand again, moving the white light without a glance to the younger of the two brother wizards.


  The wind picked up, fluttering the robes of those elder wizards floating above the lake. Damoval levitated forward a bit, his black and gray hair braided, his short beard groomed perfectly above his rotund belly. “Dear class of three hundred forty four, your capabilities at defending yourself and your art, perhaps your assigned noble court even, lie in the areas I have taught you over the last nine years. The existing elements in place, such as the cold, fire and heat, smoke or fog that can be manipulated to your controls easily, as they are seen and touched, require little on your part. To the drawn elements not so readily available such as electricity from the sky and magnetisms of the earth and stone, you have worked hard. And finally the summoned and conjured, deadly powerful forms of elemental mastery that lie in lightning, storm-like winds, intense incendiary heats from the deep of the world, I caution you. Much responsibility and care I have taught you over the years in using these studies and arts. A wizard cannot fool themself about the dangers invoked within them, and in days…….”


  Gwenne tried to listen, but the sense that many smaller items of enchantment followed at quick pace behind the three powerful ones overrode her attention to professor Damoval. It seemed that the set of three books of High Elven Magic she recalled from her concealed eavesdropping, were being chased by something well equipped with may enchanted auras on their person. Her head nearly turned, as the aura from the west came closer, perhaps hours from the city now and a thought of her father, who she vaguely had an impression of to start, ran through her senses from the aura on an item carried. From the west, it seemed very near the powerful whatever it was, that approached Vallakazz. Confused, intrigued, the hundreds of circling crystals in brilliant colors, flickered for a moment, dropping an inch, and then continuing as Gwenneth realized her loss of focus. A slow turn from the head of her mother and a smiling glare, reminded Gwenne of her purpose this night and not to cause a scene at this important ceremony.


  “…from the lights you infuse into torches, candles, and other objects for convenience, to warding off enemies of your kingdoms with searing lines of flame and lightning from the storms above, the elemental forces in any form shall be yours to command with great care and skill. It has been most rewarding instructing you, and best of luck to you all.” Damoval bowed his head slightly, floating back in line with the other professors.


  The Lady of Lazlette motioned to her right, past her daughter, to the tall aging man, his black hair pulled tight and straight in a tail, and speckled beard neatly trimmed. Brellmond Graniff stood a hand above any man in the academy, being of Chazzrynnian blood which from history, was eastern Altestani mixed with large native tribes found here in the south many, many centuries ago.


  He glided forward, white light marking his turn to address the graduating class. “You will be asked by those you serve and those that serve you in the future, what the study of the arcane arts means to you. You will be asked to teach and train others, some of you many others. Our history is vast, troubled, and hidden throughout the ages and continents, however much of the most basic truths remain. We wizards, practice the arts of manipulating existing powers and forces into different variables. Just as the mountain kingdom of Boraduum produces steel armor from a mixture of hard work, mining ore, smelting, forging, pounding, and a bit of artistic creativity, so do we take that which is there, call upon it, invoke it, move it through and around us, mix it with word and actions, and produce effects most would call grand magical spells. You have learned much of the rudimentary magicks, from glyphs, to potions, the use of staff and wand, and arcane focus and meditations. I challenge you all, to remember your basic principles and morals of using what you have learned and passing it as taught to you. I see so many that leave here, destined in their mind to be the next archmage of somewhere, driven by power and the search for more of it. I see many as well, that let those they serve under push them into countless years of creating gifts and enchanting an arsenal, living meagerly in their alchemical labs and studies. You are artists, creators and composers of great magicks, trained in the most acclaimed school known on Agara. I have trained students from twelve different countries and one problem has plagued them the most. Where the basic steps and beliefs of the arcane arts cease and something or someone else takes priority. If I had the power to wish you all something, it would be to always remember your lessons here and let nothing compromise what you have been taught. May the light of Megos guide you and protect you all.” tall, serious, and testing in every word, Brellmond bowed and opened his hands, the ancient traditional blessing of Megos the father of magic, father of Annar and Alden, and a deity that faded from worship by all but a few over a millennia ago. His tales and teachings taught more in the Aldane churches and temples than anywhere else, yet Brellmond was a believer that Megos still ruled the Carician Gods from his citadel “Marthentine” on Carice, the white moon. His classes would gossip from time to time of his references to the dead religion, to the point Gwenne’s mother had to have a talk with him about his curriculum several times over the years.


  Aelaine waved her hand next, the light moving from one professor to the next, Enira D’Fallow, the quiet one-eyed witch of Caberra they called her. Homely, heavy-set, long frizzy brown hair with streaks of gray and her brown eyes deep and penetrating, save for the left one had gone mostly cloudy gray from a recent incident that many had ideas about, but none knew the truth, not even Gwenneth. “Professor Enira D’Fallow.”


  “You all know what it is I teach and most of you could say my classes were the least of your favorites. The feeling at times was mutual. Who cares to learn the history of the fey, the elven myths, and the origins of magic blended with emotion and drawing energies from them? Who came here to study the arts of seduction, of sensing what is on the heart of another, or tales of bending another’s mind to agree with your own? Few in comparison to the classes that invoke lightning from your fingers or hurl lines of flame from your palms, or cause spectacular displays and illusion. Yet a time will come for each of you, when oppressed, when suspect of another, or wondering if those you serve may be influenced by the magicks of another. Whether a rival wizard, an elven trickster of the heart, or an ancient dragon scheming from afar, you all know full well how to detect, identify, enchant, or break those that could be held sway by another. When the arcane touches the emotions or mind of someone, you would be well to recall my classes. I bid you farewell.” Enira floated back in line, even faced, showing little much more than a stare from her intimidating eyes. Gwenneth Lazlette had always liked Enira’s teachings and thought to herself how many times she practiced on the new arrivals, getting them to do strange things in class. It was a secret the two of them kept to themselves and Gwenne was sure Enira was fond of her as well, yet would never speak of it aloud.


  “Professor Dasius of Caberra.” Lady Aelaine, graying hair beginning to wisp in the cold wind and snow from the eastern breeze, moved her hand to the left again, placing light above the shaved head of the tan and smooth faced man. Despite Gwenne’s distaste for him, most women found his grace and charm, mixed with his swift Caberran accent, to be quite alluring even in his old age.


  “For those that seek adventures, I wish you well, and a safe and rich journey. To those that serve mighty kings and queens, my hopes go with you to whatever grand realm you travel to. But a special place in my heart, for those that have love of the past and seek the answers to tomorrow’s questions by understanding all that has come and gone before us. The first practitioners of the arcane were little more than gifted warlock chieftains, from savage tribes, with natural gifts for sensing and using simple spells, most of which were killed outright if discovered. The ancient times, almost ten thousand years ago, several coteries or covens of wizards in the holy land of Altestan to the far north were recorded, some of their number rising in the hundreds. Megos, the bringer and keeper of magic believed in those times, was the son of a greater spiritual being that was said to be always oppressing the use of magic by mortals. So you see, our paths of the arcane and divinity were crossed long before the first academy or order of mages were ever formed or dreamed of. In the age of the fall of Alden, the great floods, and the pilgrimage to the south, most think it was for religious freedoms, slavery, senseless wars of conquest from the Altestani that drove our ancestors here. They are only partially correct. The Azoteth Sorcerers, still organized today, regulated the magicks and sorcerous traditions that were taught, and forced those of talent to follow their course of study. For many centuries, the arcane that was taught had no books available, no scrolls or writing were allowed. This insured the great northern sorcerers of what any arcane disciple could possibly know and the Azoteth sought out and destroyed the ancient tomes, as well as those that preserved them. Not until the first pilgrimage by a group of rebellious and secretive archmages began, did our art and knowledge have a chance to…”


  Gwenneth sensed change again. The path that the powerful tomes to the east of here was on began to glow, faintly, but noticeable to a well trained wizard that would be watching the area at this moment. The small footsteps glowed for a second or two, and then the faint glamor was gone. Another set of glowing tracks headed west, toward Vallakazz, as the real steps that the books were on were magically covered up. Suddenly, two glowing figures, an elf and a satyr, appeared to be walking the tracks toward her city, yet Gwenneth could tell that they were created illusionary doubles by the way they moved and the tracks guided them as opposed to them leaving the tracks from their steps. Even a glow from a leather pack, three glows precisely, all magically orchestrated, all an illusion to lead someone or something from heading north after the real relics, and leading them here instead. To an untrained eye, the figures from a distance would have prints to follow in the snow, and look and appear real and alive. To a skilled wizard, still difficult to tell, yet multiple auras identical would cause suspicion. Only a powerful student of the arcane arts would be able to tell exactly what this was and keep trail on the real beings. From what Gwenneth had heard of this Salah-Cam, he would most likely see through it. Yet how could he get word soon enough to his hunter, with all the enchanted tools of a highly paid mercenary and get word to him quickly? The prodigal child of the High Wizard smiled at her mother who was paying no attention whatever. Gwenne looked again at the professors, spotting Middir whispering under his beard, silently, yet concentrating on something. Certainly it was he that was meddling with the pursuit of these elven artifacts. She frowned, maintaining concentration all the while, but realizing that he had just assured their escape and that she would not be able to take part or see the Elven books of High Magic. Nor was she asked to help with the task of assisting the elves, and her blood began to rise in hurt pride and anger.


  “…which means, my young wizards that you have the weight of thousands of years of tradition and history to fill with those robes you wear tonight. May the truth find you in your research, and may your research always find you the truth. All my best wishes go with thee, farewell students.” Dasius, gaining a little applause from his poetic verses of history, bowed deeply, close to the floor had there been one floating this high above lake Pellicram.


  “Professor Middir of Kivanis.” Aelaine stared a bit longer, making eye contact with the wizened elder, his white beard and hair braided in several places. The eye contact was met with a wink and a smile which seemed to fulfill whatever Aelaine was searching for as she turned forward, smiling as well.


  Most anyone would think it was from the applause and cheers that announcing Middir always produced, but Gwenneth knew better. She now knew that her mother too, was part of the diversion and had not mentioned a word to her own daughter who had asked to help. A devoted wizard and daughter of the academy, she was paid little mind to in any matter more serious than that of a student needing more direct tutelage in order to keep up with the rest of the class. Her face was burning with anger and the crystals, now under her guidance in illumination, rotation, and levitation, flashed brightly for a second, luckily fitting in with the cheering crowds’ enthusiasm and no one noticing, except her mother.


  “Class of three hundred forty four, good evening.” Middir had to wait again, claps and applaud from hundreds including the students, then it slowly withered to a dull commotion. Middir was the favorite professor here due to his caring nature, his friendliness and magnetic persona, his students would often keep in contact with him from afar for many years after leaving the Semanarium. “Did I really pass all of you? There must be a mistake, one moment please...” He turned as to leave, and then faced forward again, smiling wide, wrinkles creasing around his warm blue eyes. Laughter rolled through the air toward the floating wizards, and Middir raised his hand to end the interruptions. “Good evening. I have taught here at Lazlette for over forty years now, on and off, and never have I seen a brighter, wiser group of new wizards than this.”


  “You said that last year!” one of the students from below the graduates surrounded by friends to hopefully hide his identity, heckled Middir. More laughter echoed across the terrace and open air of the west and south towers.


  “Did I? Shame, I did like the class of three forty three, let’s not tell them they have been surpassed, agreed?” Middir’s smile from under a braided white beard stretching to his belt was met with more jovial chuckling and “hoorah’s” from the seventeen graduating this year, showing their pride to the favored professor. “And no, young Zodriss of Armondeen in his second year, I could not tell it was you shouting from the crowd. Hope your mop-arm is well rested.” More “oohs and aahs” followed by laughter and pointing at the young blonde boy from the northwest, his face turning red despite his smile. “What are you, twenty, twenty one perhaps, young and strong, I have much work for you.” Deeper “oohs” issued from the crowd, and young Zodriss bowed his blonde head and crimson flushed face to wise Middir.


  “All jests aside, the finest wizards in the world are trained here, and you seventeen have certainly proven that once again. Only three academies of the arcane arts exist on Agara and the High Wizards of the other two both studied here at Lazlette. That should tell you something. Our art is a fragile one, fragile in that we are always in conflict with someone or something. Religions impose their beliefs on the lands’ people generating speculation and rumor as to what it is we do. Queens and warlords seek our counsel for their own ends, and sometimes our gifts of sight. The Azoteth sorcerers would burn our books and places of learning with the armadas of Altestan behind them had they the opportunity. You leave here to a dangerous world my friends. Yes, yes, the ancient relics, lost texts and scrolls of long dead progenitors of the arcane, and artifacts found on quests with kings and knights all sound splendid. Crafting your own spells and practices, creating the latest innovative potion, and fashioning the enchantments of Lord so-and-so’s armor may also bring you fame and recognition among your peers. It is not that easy, it never is. Our way of life is growing and protecting an art that is sought after, coveted, misused, misjudged, hunted, and powerful. You carry with you the name of this academy and its beliefs, no matter where you travel. Please represent us well. We wizards do not console or deal with what?” his hand pointed to the graduates.


  “Demons or the dead!” the shout came in unison from many weeks of rehearsal in the classroom.


  “We do not participate in the what?”


  “Necromantic arts!” again, the students well versed in the morals of Lazlette replied together.


  “We do not use our knowledge to gain what?”


  “Self serving power or monetary gains!”


  “Very good, very good. Enough of what you will not be doing in the outside world. Are you ready to show everyone here what you can do?”


  “Yes Professor!”


  Middir floated back in line with the other professors, motioning to Lady Aelaine and winking again at Gwenneth. Even after hearing his ceremonial speech over twenty times, Gwenne felt inspired at every word Middir said like everyone else present.


  “Thank you professors. As you know students, your very own crystal made from a chunk of stone must be formed, lit, engraved with your name, and placed into Lake Pellicram. It must be done without a single touch of your hand, in mid air, and it must be done blindfolded.” Another hushed echo of “oohs” went through the crowd.


  Gwenne sensed again that moving mass of small magical auras. It was just outside the east bridge of the city and had stopped. Her arcane sight also felt the closeness of the powerful relic coming from the west, heading directly toward the west bridge. Gwenneth wondered why they all, whoever they were, traveled at night especially a cold snowing Chazzrynn night such as this. She concentrated on the task at hand, keeping the crystals moving and glowing above the lake. Her mother, Middir, and herself all stopped breathing for a moment, the same moment, and looked at one another. The auras on the hunter had disappeared, vanished in the blink of an eye. His steps toward the eastern gate fresh in her mind, perhaps minutes away, then gone, and all three of them had seen that very same occurrence. Gwenneth focused again, her eyes closed, sensing the magical impulses in the area, surveying north and south. Nothing.


  Aelaine cast a quick glance to Middir, bidding him to do something and turned her head and nodded to her daughter to continue. Two white doves flashed into existence from the hands of Middir and Aelaine, one heading to the west tower, and one into the city, toward the keep. Gwenneth surmised that her mother was sending message via the summoning of an enchanted talking dove, to Kendrynn Shilde, captain of the city guard of Vallakazz. The other she knew, was sent by Middir to Angeline Berren, the personal bodyguard of the old professor. Angeline was always quiet, never spoke a word. Her head peered from a window on the eighth balcony, long wavy red hair, beautiful face, yet always a serious and stern look. She levitated, more fell slowly, and not using arcane energies that Gwenne could ever detect, her long hand and a half blade drawn out in the shadows of her descent to the ground. Many rumors existed of what she was, besides a human girl of about thirty two from Kivanis. Her silence, her strange powers that were not arcane, yet duplicated many effects thereof, and how she used them with ease in her armor of chain and plate. The rumors were that she was Middir’s child, yet looked nothing like him, that she was a former student that had been permanently injured in some way, or that she was some practitioner of ancient sorceries that the old man had sworn to protect. None of which any were certain of, yet Angeline was never far from Middir and never unarmed.


  Something had gone wrong and the city might be in jeopardy with relics abound and all this intrigue, Gwenne stewed further that she was stuck holding up hundreds of crystals from wizards that were out in the world. She craved to be involved, to be on the inside of the plans and reactions to such dangers, yet, as always, she found herself taking part of the remedial. Keeping her mind as clear as possible, placing the thoughts well behind her current position a hundred or more feet above the ground, Gwenne concentrated on the relic approaching from the west instead.


  “Are we ready?” her mother asked of the students, all now blindfolded with wand in the left hand and staff in the right. All seventeen bowed their heads, spoke the incantation of levitation and rose up and out above the bridge.


  Aelaine raised her palms bringing seventeen natural rocks the size of small boulders out of the lake, as they rose above her head she looked to make sure all students were calm and prepared. “Begin!” the rocks hurled at the students with speed that could crush through the stone walls of the towers by a simple gesture from the Lady of Lazlette.


  All the students put their staves forward. “Nev Altus!” and the boulders stopped in place, inches from their floating bodies, swirling and turning, hovering in the air. The crowd applauded, students of junior classes cheering with howls and whistles. The students waved their wands, the tips glowing red as did the giant rocks, and they spun faster and faster in place. A faint yellow glow came from the blindfolds as the arcane sight and magically invoked vision has a mild side effect, as did many spells that affect the same part of the body in similar manner simultaneously. The students remained hovering, some slipping a few inches below the others, yet the entire class hovered, using two kinds of abnormal vision, the staff halting and holding their boulder and the wand heating and spinning it. “Commala beresta!” the wands shot forth from the tip, black and white electric bursts into the reddening stone, causing spark and a twisting compressing sound from the meeting of energy. The burning smoke showering the air with an acrid stench, slowly the spinning stones, chiseled down by magical blasts of arcing force, became spinning stones the size of a fist. The wands lowered and the staves rose above their heads, hoods and sashes rippling in the air above the academy. “Tresfaynen Hladirem.” now glowing a variety of blues, reds, greens, purples, and oranges, the stones spun faster and faster, humming and whistling due to inhumanly possible speeds of revolution. Cracking noises blanketed the fascinated cheers of the gathered guests and students below. The crackling pops slowed, sparks ceased to fly from the dizzying blur of stones, stones that now were hardened crystal. “Feandril Luminil Primonin” the ever popular spell of infusing permanent light was invoked by all in unison, their wands pointed at their crystals and bright light now would remain forever inside. Hollers of praise, shouts of applaud, and cheers of wonderment from amazed citizens and families of Vallakazz filled the cold air, on midwinter night as bright light from seventeen new stones flashed into existence. The students held their staves loosely, placing the wands in their belts, and removed the blindfolds. The light from their eyes faded, most of them squinting to readjust to normal sight, and each bowing to the professors together, their ceremonial crystals of graduation floating and glowing effortlessly in front of each of the seventeen.


  Lady Aelaine Lazlette looked at each student, their crystals, and the professors to her left and right. She received the nods she expected. “Perfect. Would the class of three hundred forty four please etch their names into their graduation crystals?” At that command, the class pointed their fingers at the glowing gems in front of them and recited the arcane name of each letter of their first and last name, or city of birth for those that had no surname. The writing sparked small chips of glowing dust that settled over the crowd and blew on the night snows.


  “Would the first in her class care to send the stones to join with the nine hundred sixty one that have come before you?”


  Annora D’Narii, the extremely gifted and wise young woman from Evermont in Shanador, floated forward holding out her hand, raising her sky blue crystal above the others with an effortless gesture from her fingertips. “Yes High Wizard Aelaine, I would.” Her fingers clenched tight for a moment, her blonde hair blowing in the breeze as she levitated high, then her hand opened in a flash, sky blue light enveloped her hand and formed a stream to her crystal, guiding it gently into orbit with the hundreds of others still controlled by Gwenneth. The other sixteen followed her lead, and applause issued again, as the students and professors each bowed to one another, and to the crowd below, then levitated back to the bridge. Gwenneth released the orbs into the lake, where they would remain lit until the start of the new class, midspring morning of the upcoming year.


  While the usual talks began inside in the warmth of the west tower between visiting family, local lords, the professors, and the graduates, Gwenneth made for the western side of town. Assuming that her mother would seek out Captain Kendrynn, and Middir would be with his strange bodyguard, Angeline looking for the mysterious hunter, Gwenneth would go where the action was not flooded with elders. She ignored attempts of the crowd, now that she touched back down to ground, to ask her how she did it?, was it difficult?, and many other queries she smiled and pushed through to get away from the normal folk of Vallakazz. She had heard them all before, and despite her outward false sincerity, Gwenne Lazlette wished nothing more than to have the chance to do something on her own. She felt her opportunity to greet strangers, without guidance or the shadow of her mother over her and take part in something that was her own. Finally, after her whole life lived under the thumb of the Lady of the Academy, Gwenneth was doing what she wanted to do and cared nothing for the repercussions.


  



   


  Kendari I:IV 


  Eastern Vallakazz, Chazzrynn


  The ring on his finger, three onyx stones set on a gold band, was tingling and sending small vibrations through his left hand. His hand was cold, having removed the leather gauntlet, his pale skin with black circles of veins barely visible in the shadows of the eastern gate tower. Kendari waited, looking to see if the trolls of Salah-Cam were close behind him, or if the old wretch of a wizard had listened to him for once. He had seen the tracks of the satyr and his elven rescuer turn into Vallakazz, yet noticed that they vanished only a hundred feet or so inside the portcullis he had just snuck over. Silent, even more so than ever with the black leather enchanted boots from his employer, the Nadderi elf knew his ring would only conceal him for a few minutes longer. The magicks of the ring needed several hours of inactivity to recharge, yet it had served its purpose so far. If it had not, dozens of wizards would have been waiting at the gate having sensed his various enchanted weapons and treasures and been here to “greet” him. Kendari knew that Vallakazz was home to hundreds of arcane teachers and students and although deadly up close, the cursed swordsman had no intention of taking on a wizard of the academy if he could avoid it, let alone several at a ranged skirmish.


  City guard approaching him, he saw at least thirty lead by a captain by the looks of his plate armor and ornate engravings upon it. “Broadswords, shields, chainmail, steel open faced helms, and no wizards.” Kendari weighed the odds knowing the flank and the neck would be the targets for his deadly blades. Convinced he could not take the lot of them after seeing the dozen archers in the towers on each side of the gate, the cursed elf moved like invisible death through the shadows of outer Vallakazz. The old buildings and homes were solid granite, almost a hint of sparkle from quartz traces in the rock. The roofs all solid wood or stone, and the roads well opened and maintained cobblestone. He noted several escape routes, in case he was noticed by the arcane guard here. Through street after street, on a cold snowing night in Chazzrynn, Kendari saw the beauty of Vallakazz, people milling about, busy streets and warm homes. He had not come here for anything this city had to offer, just for the tomes that Salah-Cam wanted, and to put a slave stealing wood elf of the Hedim Anah into the ground with the satyr. Then a scroll and some more bloodshed crossed his wicked thoughts.


  His concealment from the triple onyx ring wearing off soon, Kendari began to feel worry since he had not seen a track or a sign of the two he hunted for inside. The ring stopped its vibrations, alerting him the magic would now fade. Leaping for small roads and alleys, veering away from all the magical lights fixed through the city market area and inns of fine repute, he headed into the inner city toward taller buildings with more cover.


  Moving without sound, knowing any moment his presence may be detected by wizards in the city, Kendari ran toward the Temple of Golden Mercy. Its brown marble stone pillars and hedge filled courtyard had plenty of vantage points in which the elf could watch for his prey and he doubted the wizards would be searching this area for magicks or intruders. The cursed swordsman grinned at the feathered cross ahead. “What better place to plan a kill than in the presence of God.” His smile vanished, noticing several men in the shadows he had just left, he had been trailed. Not by the guard nor wizards, these men were trained at moving unseen and quietly. “Assassins or rival hunters, how delightful.”


  The Nadderi elf moved into the garden yard, full of pillars stretching to the bottoms of the clouds it seemed and drew his blades, Shiver rippling heat in the cold breeze. He backed toward the temple noting its many stories, balconies, and rooftops, and of course the giant thirty foot wide feathered cross of Alden, made entirely of gold that hung above the double doors. Crouching below bushes and behind statues, the cursed one waited. The wait was short as two of the young human men, clad in tight fitting black cloth and leather armor, sabers drawn with daggers held reverse for throat cuts, rushed around the corner of the trimmed decorative hedge. Kendari lunged from behind the statue of Saint Tarumin, his heated blade piercing through the leather protections and flesh of the first Chazzrynn man to charge him. The assassin stifled his scream, turning red in the face, feeling heat and metal through his ribs. He backed up, holding the wound and lunging with his saber in return. Parrying easily, the cursed elf then spun round, raising his stance as he turned and cut across the neck with his reverse held left hand longsword. As the man fell to his knees silently, the second killer sprang over his body in full rush and pressed his quick attacks with the dagger and saber. Kendari backed up deflecting cleanly and accurately. Having this man outmatched, the swordsman let him in close, too close for the long blades he had trained with for centuries.


  The human assassin directed his attacks in past the reach of his targets’ edges and went for the kill. First the dagger cut across toward Kendari’s neck and the elf presented his forearm, the bracer blocking the attack like straw against stone. The saber of the man cut down, then turned up toward his upper flank, the other bracer stopping the cut inches away. The man was overextended in reach, his blades stopped short by armguards that should have given to injury, then he felt the two cuts across his belly. Kendari crouched back after his two lightning cross-cuts and pointed Shiver straight armed toward his enemy, not sure if he was falling or continuing a lunge in hopes of victory. The latter proved true, the assassin not giving up easily and before he was aware of the feint of retreat, he impaled himself into a scorching blade. His arms cold and limp as death came, flesh sizzling, the last vision of closing eyes was a pale faced elf, marked from a curse, smiling with the green eyes of the devil himself. “Not even close.” Was the last whisper of noise he heard.


  Kendari looked through their belongings quickly, searching for a sign or symbol or an order of some sort, knowing he was unveiled and there were more on the way for sure. Frantic almost, he began to strip the armor off one of the deceased men knowing that they had been trained well and therefore either had allegiance to someone, or were very expensive to hire. “Ahhh damn it all.” the back shoulder blade, behind the heart of the first hunter, a brand that left a terrible white scar. Puffy, fresh and scabbed at parts, a true branding iron mark the size of Kendari’s open hand, a spider. He stood up, not smiling in the least, looking in disbelief at the downward facing ivory arachnid with eight legs outstretched and branded the dead mans back. “The White Spider. So they want me dead? Give my warm regards to Johnas Valhera then.” The Nadderi elf moved through the courtyard of statues, trees, and hedges, finding shadows under the grand temple alcoves in which to immerse himself. His mind racing, centuries passed since he was in this tight of a position and he noted his back was literally against a wall. More figures in shadows, every direction he looked, he could point them out, the way they moved, the way the looked around but blended in. Across the courtyard in the streets, on rooftops, and coming and going in the blackness of night, there were more than twenty. Kendari knew the White Spider was centralized in Valhirst and that its webs were wide spanning and deep. The most feared organization in Agara, with nests in every kingdom, even ties to the occasional Altestan magistrate that ruled over occupied territories here in the southern continent. From illicit goods, to piracy, to kidnapping, and of course, assassinations on every level of political scheme, the White Spider was sought after by many a killer and criminal. They would be on any mission in great number, and employed other creatures, wizards and poisons. Kendari hoped that he was not the reason they were here. His mind tried to conclude that he must have crossed some territory or stepped in on a job in progress, and that his appearance or reputation was recognized. Most likely to the elf, a few brave members had simply tried to make an example, or carve their name into him for credit with the guild. Unless, he thought, Johnas and he were looking for the same things, and in that case the cursed swordsman knew this would be a long night indeed.


  



   


  Johnas I:I 


  Castle Valhera, Valhirst, Chazzrynn


  “Of course my king, I will see to the matter quite rapidly. I too, tire of trolls haunting the lands to the south and hindering the tradeways. The people need not feel the necessity for heavily armed protection to travel the kingdom. Luckily, trolls are much less organized and proud than the ogre hordes you must contend with. If, when the trolls are dealt with here in the east, you are in need of more men, please do not hesitate in your request for some of Valhirst’s finest.” Speaking eloquently, answering perfectly, and offering his allegiance to his old uncle, Johnas Valhera walked side by side with Mikhail Salganat in the adorned passages of Valhera Castle. Young Prince Bryant in step behind them, listening intently, as most teenage nobles do as their future becomes more apparent.


  “Do not concern yourself with the troubles of what has crawled out from Teirinshire and Arouland, Prince of Valhirst. Southwind and Elcram have grown and improved over the last decade and the ogre are scattered into tribes that will never gather like those once held by the ogre king Avegarne. The plague assured us of that, and Lord T’Vellon continues that assurance today.” The aging King spoke solemnly, still uncertain if the son of his late sister understood the matter at hand, or was merely speaking to his ear. He noticed that Johnas was living well, not that he should not be as the Prince of Valhirst, the largest city in Chazzrynn and the merchant capital of the south. His nephew had always had a strong taste in finery, from his velvet red robes, to golden hilted weapons, and emerald studded jewelry. Johnas was fit and healthy, presentable at court, and well spoken. Too well spoken for Mikhail’s tastes and his resemblance to his late aunt was apparent in looks and in word. Blonde long hair, clean shaven, and his pointy nose, the old king saw little of the men in his family in Johnas. He had wished for his nephew to join him in battles, leading men, creating a greater Chazzrynn, yet this one had always been far too comfortable in the safety of his throne and his great halls of the castle to be bothered with much more than issuing orders for others to fight and die. Mikhail walked slowly, trying to remind himself that his nephew simply was not the charging and fearless noble soldier that the Valhera family line had been previously. He had been raised by his mother, and kept in the castle far too much as a child. Mikhail noted the swinging blade from his hip, engraved, bejeweled, a golden saber, that had not a scratch or edge to it at all and he shook his head. Mikhail thought for a moment, his armor plates clanking as he walked, of his uncle, Caddail. He was told by his father, the thirty ninth king of Chazzrynn, that he was a spitting image of his uncle Caddail Valhera, Prince of Valhirst. His uncle, this one’s grandfather, had fought bravely alongside King Mulvain in the Caberran war decades ago when Mikhail was but a prince himself. Harlaheim and Chazzrynn had united forces against the expanding Caberran fleet when he was young and he lost his father and uncle in that war. The southern kingdoms rose victorious, and Caberra stopped its advance, withdrawing to the north for fear of an opportunistic Shalokahn that would not hesitate to move on the injured kingdom. The men are still sung of on the day of their deaths, two brothers, great leaders, a day of victory, and this son of Valhera had done little to live up to that kind of ruler. A heavy sigh and a run of fingers through a gray and black beard as he walked, Mikhail tried to see the best in his nephew.


  “Besides the trolls Mikhail, why the unexpected visit, if you don’t mind the inquiry?” Johnas, despite ten years younger at forty one seasons, could tell without effort that an unannounced arrival from the king was not for troll raids along south and eastern trade routes in winter. The look in the ever-glaring eyes of his son Bryant was enough to resign that information to the obvious.


  “Willborne. I heard you were sending men and gold and supplies to Katrina of Willborne actually.” The king paused, waiting for the response from Johnas. Eyeing back and forth, he looked for any men that might be trailing them, as years had taught him that Johnas had spies everywhere.


  “Preposterous. Why would I send men and such to a dying cause of a rebellious noble lady that has nothing of value? For one, it is treason, for two, I have no men nor gold to spare even if I wished my head on a chop-block for helping an unallied noble build her kingdom. Your information is defacing to me at best Mikhail. I would most enjoy talking to the citizen responsible for the spread of such unfathomed fictions. “


  “It was Jeffers, brother to Captain Ellaird, your missing Captain. Jeffers says you had the captain take men to Willborne and then tried to have him killed to cover your trail.” The king stopped, turned to his nephew, looking him dead in the eye, waiting for hesitation, for a tremble, for a stutter, anything that could put truth to the accusation to which he had little real proof at all.


  Johnas turned as well, meeting the gaze of the King of Chazzrynn, placing his hand on the black falcon emblem on the steel breastplate of Mikhail’s armor. “My king, Captain Ellaird ran off with a whore from Willborne, ran off and deserted to Harlaheim with her. He is a drunk, and a terrible husband. I sent men to bring him back and have him imprisoned for desertion. The men did not get there in time, but with the history of this particular whore, Velvet Ribbera, she would usually return in a few months when the coin was gone and the liquor too. I left my men, just a small brigade, outside Willborne to await his return since he would most likely be foolish enough to follow the little slut after he woke up empty pursed and alone. Simple strategy, my lord, nothing worth noting to you until finished, if even then.”


  “And Captain Ellaird, has he returned or been brought in?”


  “Unfortunately, no. Neither him nor the paid gutter wench at his side have turned up.”


  “And the men?”


  “Here in Valhirst my king. I need them here, however I left scouts and an ambassador from the ranks of my court to handle tracking him down and seeing justice done. And this, Jeffers? When may I meet with this false accuser face to face, my lord?” Johnas was showing signs of anger at this point. His face flush, his demeanor and tone steady with a rising voice of arrogance and frustration.


  “He is dead. Poisoned from coated dagger wounds that my priests could not heal in time. His last words were as I just unveiled, prince.” Mikhail still breathed in and out despite weariness from his long journey and standing for hours now in his adorned suit of regal and decorated plate armor.


  “Gambling debt most evident my king, Jeffers had a few vices to run from, some that were worth the chase I have heard. Well, I assure you, the statements of the dead gambler, his drunken brother and whore lover, are completely false. My records and barrack inspections are available to thee, should you require. This bothers me, Mikhail, may I retire to the hall and rest? You and the young Prince are welcome of course.”


  “No Johnas, I have pressing matters at court in Loucas, and Bryant has a tourney to partake in with several of the King’s knights, and some from Harlaheim and Shanador. I have two days hard ride ahead, just some supplies, bill to the winter taxes for me if you would.”


  “Of course my lord, safe journey. And fare well in the tourney, young Bryant.” Johnas bowed deeply, once to each of the Salganat men in front of him, and turned back down the corridor, headed for his great hall.


  “Father, you know he is lying, why not do more to corner him? The allegations from the other men that went to Willborne, even our own men’s reports? For why do you delay in ridding us of this dubious and sniveling criminal of a Prince?” Bryant, young and barely chicken scratch for a beard, was full of righteousness and quick justice. His hand still gripping the hilt of his broadsword under the leather and chain gauntlet, hoping for the order to arrest, the boy stewed.


  “Not yet son, not yet. We now know where he stands and how far his story reads. Now he must alter it and make it real. Back it up if you will. Now we watch his men, his comings and goings, and we wait. He will cover his tracks, and we will find them. Remember, Jeffers stated allegiances with Altestan, Harlaheim, and Shalokahn as well, and we kept those to ourselves. Now we wait to see what he does next. We do not go to Loucas, we wait to catch the birds he will send to the north. We inspect caravan, traveler, and every ship leaving Valhirst to the north and we will catch our pigeon. Once his contacts are cut, we will move in and take out the middle of the corruption. You will see, son. Be patient.” The two walked again, several armored men converging to walk with them from the courtyard and corridor of Valhera Castle, Mikhail’s men. All in the ancient royal blue décor of cape and cloth trimmed with gold and etched with the falcons of Chazzrynn. The King and the Royal Prince walked straight to the horses, prepared to wait outside the city by the coast of the Carisian Sea and the Bori Mountains to capture the eyes of and ears of Johnas Valhera, whoever they may be.
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  Johnas walked briskly through the outer stone corridors of castle Valhera, servants that had been hidden in draperies and alcoves following in line behind him. No one spoke a word, no one dared. His velvet robes flung off his shoulders by his own frustrated hands being caught before the floor by the young men in tow. His decorative saber and jewelry, gaudy yet valuable, tossed over the shoulder, one by one, his pace never slowing. Not one piece of finery hit the ground, not one ring or necklace, or emerald bracelet. Johnas stretched his hand out, for the servants to take off his white blouse, which two did, stepping up their pace to take it quickly and gently from the outstretched arms of their master as he rushed below. The Prince turned left, then an immediate right, down the center of the great hall, several more of his staff waiting in line. His leather armor, golden bracers adorned with emeralds the size and shape of eyes, all black leather garb, and reaching for his blade from the blonde man behind him, Johnas walked through the humongous red curtain behind his throne into the passageway without light. Snapping his fingers, rows of torches, on either side of this hundreds foot long tunnel illuminated with magical flame. He drew his shortsword, kris style with a wavy blade, enchanted by his former wizard to be ever-sharp, never dulling, and able to cut through the thickest of steel. The pommel had an emerald with a black growth or imperfection in the stone, resembling a black eye. The prince knew that no ones thoughts’ were as of right this moment, about killing him, for the gem would glow and hum if that were the case anywhere near. He dropped the scabbard, caught by yet another follower, who slowed his pace, as did the rest, knowing full well that the prince intended to use the weapon upon entrance to the underground domicile of the White Spider, of which he was the secret patriarch.


  The old red minotaur called Heathen, stood at attention best he could in his old age, full of scars. His hands on the curved executioner style scimitar, the red bowed with his one horn. Johnas had been saved by this one many times over the years, and remembered the one fight this minotaur lost to Faldrune of Willborne, the only fight resulting in his dishonor by losing a horn to the giant minotaur bodyguard of Lady Katrina. Despite his loyalty, Johnas had never seen Heathen the same since, having grown quiet in his old age and shame. The dispute was over some illegal trade to Altestan that went missing through the free cities between Chazzrynn and Harlaheim and Johnas had accused Lady Katrina Willborne of the deed, in which he was correct. The challenge that ensued cost him the pride of his greatest killer, one with no conscience and the shipment that surely Katrina profited from.


  “You’re back to me my Prince.” Heathen, straining to stand straight, managed to reach his full eight feet in height and pulled out a metal rod with a golden spider with a glass abdomen fixed atop of it.


  Johnas turned his back, as routine dictated even for himself, and waited for the old red minotaur to check him for the brand. If he had said no, or tried to pass, he would have been cut down by the guardian of the sanctum for sure. The rod of the White Spider, checked for two things, as crafted by house mages and ordered by Johnas himself. The prince had to ensure that the brand was in place, that those coming inside were indeed members, the glass abdomen could see through a foot or more of almost any material. Second, for the Prince’s protection, the golden spider glowed if any illusory magic or tricks of changelings were in place. After more than one account of being impersonated by doppelgangers and expert wizards and having to kill them, Johnas had put the proper protective standards in place.


  “Welcome, Prince Johnas Valhera. Next!” Heathen yelled for the line of twenty servants now, to turn their backs and ensure they belonged. Never more than a whisper for the Prince though, as he did not wish for those on the other side of the door to know he was coming, for everyone else, they were announced upon passage.


  “And greetings to you, Heathen.” The patriarch of the White Spider recalled the day when his red minotaur slave was named. He had been having difficulty in his younger days, with a militant wing of the Aldane, not truly associated with the church. Their zeal for religion and moral behavior was inconveniencing Johnas, and Valhirst needed not so much, worship. In an attempt to drive off the soldiers of Alden from the city, he had organized a little scare, making an example at night of one of their outspoken priests. The minotaur, Heathen, walked in past the beating at the front of the temple and to prove himself, killed every single human in the building, from acolyte to bishop. Only Johnas trusted him from that night on, and named by the shocked entourage of terrorists with him that whispered the word, Heathen. He became the one killer that the prince leaned on the most. Until that lost battle in Willborne, the red minotaur had been Johnas’ most trusted member. Now he thought the spirit of his old horned slave was but a shade of what he once was.


  Clearing his mind of the past, Johnas Valhera flung the left door open, as the right door had quite a nasty surprise of a twenty foot drop ending in spikes behind it. He walked up toward Ellaird, Captain of the guard of Valhirst, through the smoke of opium and other noxious fumes of pleasure. He passed the great table, adorned with fifty or more velvet backed chairs, all adorned with web-like carpentry and design, past his various visiting ambassadors from other kingdoms, and past his loyal crew, all pausing to see who the blade was meant for. All cavorting and inhaling, all touching and pleasing, and all counting and trading, then all stood frozen still in silence. Ellaird turned from the woman he was wooing, drunk on whiskey as usual, eyes red from the opium pipes, his turn from the lovely face of Vanessa Blackflame to that of his prince and patriarch caused a shudder on his pale unshaven face. The sword sparked and metal screamed for a second, then again as the bloody blade returned from his chest.


  Like he had seen a ghost, the blood left his face, his eyes frozen, dropping to his knees clutching his chest despite a quarter inch of steel breastplate being in between his hand and the bleeding wound he had hoped to cover. Blood ran down his fingers and armor, dripping to the floor as he drew his broadsword. “Johnas, you focking…” a step forward from the prince, and a whistling cut from the wavy kris blade across his throat ended the insult, his life draining across the steps and splattering to the emerald and onyx adorned throne.


  “Focking what?” Johnas questioned the almost corpse, writhing on the steps at his feet. “How about, focking unable to kill my brother as ordered? Or a focking drunken captain who let his brother get away to the king and warn him of our men in Willborne? Or the focking captain who did not tell me he could not kill his brother as ordered and came here to spend time with opium rewarding him focking self for failure?” Johnas kicked Ellaird hard, still gasping through the gash across his neck, spasming as death spread through the body. He wiped the blade clean with a white towel handed by another servant boy who had just arrived through Heathen’s door. All was still and no one breathed.


  “D’Vrelle!” Heathen’s voice boomed into the silent bloody throne room underground, announcing another entry.


  The Harlian man, dressed in black much like Johnas, long dark curly hair and beard though, stepped forward, hand on the hilts of both saber and shortsword at his side. From Harlaheim, where he was brought into the White Spider for his dueling talents, Balric D’Vrelle was simply visiting and eyeing his mistress Vanessa who had been keeping this captain at bay for nights now. The Harlian swordsman, undefeated in his almost thirty years, felt this moment could be his last. He bowed. “Yes Prince Johnas, you sent for me earlier?”


  “You are the new captain of the city guard of Valhirst, see Gerald at the barracks, meet the men, make introductions, and do not ever fail me.” Johnas received his scabbard from the outreached hand of a servant, placed his kris shortsword inside, and sat on the onyx throne.


  “Yes my prince, thank you. I will make my stay here indefinite and inform the guild in Harlaheim.” Balric bowed again, not knowing what else to say. He knew this was a set up, for no Chazzrynn guard would listen well to a Harlian captain. Johnas may have caught on that he was here gathering information for Harlaheim. Balric had dueled others, killed many in fair challenges, and had his younger days of banditry and skullduggery. Those nights were well behind him and the last thing he wanted was to be steered away from Vanessa, given duty here, and made to engage in the dealings of Valhirst. Now he was stuck, he would have a hard time pinning down and trailing this Prince’s connections to Altestan and Shalokahn. “And I do not fail, my prince.”


  “Excellent, than we have nothing to be concerned about, you and I. Report to me this evening and I will fill you in once you have informed the guard that their captain was found dead in whore’s alley. Which is where he needs to be placed, get Heathen to carry him and I will see that your papers are in order. Be off.” Johnas knew that he now had the Harlian man worried, busy, and curious. He was well aware that he was a mole among a den of rats, but his skills with the sword and ties to Harlaheim would be valuable. While he was here, and craving his mistress that was also a supposed secret, Johnas would not have worry of what his intentions were. Now, the prince thought, how to get his true loyalty, perhaps putting the pressure on the emotional bond, maybe a little accident with his beautiful wizard Vanessa Blackflame. That should, in theory he thought, get the swordsman angry enough to do about anything, should he give him the lead to direct his blades. A vengeful assassin, just what Johnas needed to take care of a few loose ends around the kingdoms. He watched as Balric D’Vrelle, captain of the guard, left the chamber.


  “Now that the first order of business is finished, tell me what else is on our table this cold winters’ day.” Johnas was content with his planned outcome, just in the works, and certainly set in motion to ripen and improve with the days and weeks to come.


  “My prince, we have several messages from Vallakazz and Salah-Cam in the south, and one from Southwind.” Dark haired, a beautiful orphan of former members that Johnas had to eliminate many years ago, this wizard Vanessa had trained at Eislinne Arcane for four years, paid and sent by her master the Prince. Always prompt and insightful, and most of all loyal. She had pleased the patriarch of the White Spider many times over, despite her secret romance with Balric of Harlaheim. An expert at lies and deception, like himself, and that is what he admired most in her. Had her duties or loyalty ever wavered, he would have killed her years ago. Although now, he was concerned.


  “What from Vallakazz, Miss Blackflame?” Johnas peered around the room, wine being delivered by a servant, tasted by the one to his left before he was to drink it. The young boy did not drop dead, and the prince drank deeply of the aged Caberran red. “Two ninety seven? Great year, delicious finish and no poison.” He received nods from the young teenage blonde boys, chuckles from the agents and gathered who knew nothing of wine, but served their purpose. He looked around, the table gathering more members in the dark room with cathedral ceilings and a half dozen chandeliers ablaze with green and orange magical fire. More than forty men and women, thieves, dealers, merchants, assassins, enforcers, madams, spies, corrupt foreign ambassadors, and arcane outcasts, all gathered at the table before him while Heathen dragged the corpse of Ellaird out the side entrance. Wines, powders, bags of leaf, coins of platinum and gold, contracts, items of arcane enchantment, and stolen goods cluttered the table filled with the worst and deadliest on the continent and surrounding lands. The young Caberran wizard slid the forefront of the table to the side, revealing the polished black marble slab under the wood. The other end of the giant oak table revealed a three foot by three foot section of polished white marble, framed in gold. It matched identically the fifteen foot by five foot wall piece to the left of the throne, covered by red drapery that Vanessa removed as the members gathered at the table. The larger of the two “warlock mirrors”, as they were called, had writings in arcane script that only a trained student of the arcane could read. Johnas always pretended to be unable to decipher it, yet his years of secret study had blessed him with the ability. He would test his arcane members often, by having them pass him the information he knew already and could read, and kill them for any deceiving or self serving misinformation they would give, always having another reason for their removal so that his secret remained safe. Such was the way and the need of a lord of criminals and Prince of a city.


  Vanessa followed the patterns of arcane scripture in gold color, glowing from the giant marble slab on the wall, then checked them with the ever-changing code on the smaller one on the table. The large enchanted stone received magical writing in code from the smaller enchanted warlock mirrors that were written upon from other wizard contacts throughout Johnas’ spanning webs. “Dasius of Caberra writes from Lazlette that, the High Wizards moved on the invaluable tomes stolen from Eliah, and that they are not truly in Vallakazz. He says they are heading closer to the coast, and northeast, toward us perhaps, carried by a wood elf accompanied by a satyr. He writes further that Salah-Cam’s assassin has entered the city, following the same illusory trail and has taken out several of our agents there, and is held up and surrounded at the Temple of Golden Mercy. He awaits further instruction, my prince.”


  Johnas motioned to Vanessa to come to the smaller black marble mirror, which she did, muttering an arcane phrase quickly that would allow her finger to pass the arcane message to Dasius’ mirror in Vallakazz. “Tell him to let the men take out Kendari if he interferes, and that we will follow the stolen tomes from here on. Also, Vanessa, tell him to be watchful of the bodyguard of Middir, as she is unable to be magically observed from here in Valhirst.” Young Blackflame wrote in the strange arcane glyphs and decorative tongue that only a wizard would hope to understand, articulating every word from her prince perfectly. Johnas watched, from the corner of his eye, making sure his words were what he had spoken.


  Prince Johnas Valhera, after motioning for some more wine, and some of the opium and pipe from the table from his serving boys, casually, with a feinted look of confusion, inspected the next messages. He knew the who and what of each, but carried on with his gathering to ensure their confidence in him remained always. “The next message, my dear.” The boys lit the heavy ivory hookah in the shape of a praying tiger, and handed the hose to their prince, who in turn handed it back, having the boy try it first.


  “Salah-Cam my prince. He writes that he wishes to employ our services again, since the last man we sent was murdered at the troll camp several days ago. He wants a scroll, one that has great importance to him, and great value. It is heading toward Vallakazz, in the care of a gray minotaur who found it in the western waste. He says his hunter is busy with another task in the swamps, and will offer one thousand pounds for the scroll to be delivered.” Vanessa looked confused for a moment, trying to piece things together from the other message.


  “So Cam wants us to get concentrate on the scroll, while he sends Kendari for the three tomes that are said to be of much greater value? Then his assassin ends up in Vallakazz anyway, on a false lead, and kills our men?” Laughter rolled through the heartless members of the White Spider, along with the prince’s own, at the old fool of a wizard that every year seems to be plagued with incompetent thugs that foul his goals to no end. “Tell him we will look into the scroll, but our men are busy with an attack from his assassin, Kendari. Tell him if he continues to insult our intelligence, he will have to join and be branded or we will end his pathetic life early. The price may be double that of his offer, but the tomes of High Elven Magic will look nice on our shelves.” More chuckles and “oohs” from the assembled criminals, noting the taunt to the wizard being written. “That should give the old bastard close to a seizure and have him begging for assistance in both matters. That swamp wizard and troll breeder, Salah-Cam, has lost us many men, but it seems his purses and chests have great depth, so let us dig a bit more.”


  The patriarch of the White Spider inhaled deeply, holding in the relaxing smoke from the ivory tiger at his feet, feeling his body become numb, invincible, powerful, and his inebriated mind began the usual thoughts of lust and power, never enough, never secure, and never finished. “Next, sweet Vanessa, carry on.”


  She shied away, but realized with his tone of voice that she would be asked to pleasure him again tonight, and she would. No one denied the prince, not one that wished to breathe much longer anyway. Women, children, common or royal, member or not, Johnas Valhera was not to be disobeyed. Not to his knowledge, anyway. “Lastly, my prince.” She read the glowing script again, “The agent of Southwind writes about the scroll that passed through days ago, its value, same story my prince. Gray minotaur, elven noble, former knight of the keep, heading to Vallakazz. Whoever this man is, also says that they are suspicious that Lady Kaya T’Vellon may be preparing to follow, and have interest in the scroll or in an old wound with one traveling with the minotaur. Not certain. He, she, “jade of the west”, as this person refers to themselves, is also certain that letters have been sent regarding this scroll, from the church. Jade of the west has eliminated these letters, and the men carrying them. However, feels that their position may have been compromised and will be, abandoning post?”


  Johnas knew jade of the west very well, but at the request of the agent, preferred to keep the identity to himself. “Tell our agent in Southwind to leave the post, return to the web, only once all contacts are cut. We are following two leads now, one being the scroll that is entering Vallakazz, do not go through there, it is too warm this time of year.” he was concerned on the inside, looked simply drugged from without. Johnas did not like having to lose a city, even one as inconsequential as Elcram and Southwind Keep on the western border. His mind raced on who and how to replace their presence there. He surveyed the room, the mutterings and conversations beginning, perhaps due to his silent pause, for how long he did not know. Johnas Valhera stood up, feeling his body lifted by the opium.


  “Up everyone, up.” they of course listened and paid attention again. “Get me an assembly of five men and a wizard that can get this elf with the books as he approaches, before someone else does or he reaches an untouchable destination. Next, send all our men in Vallakazz to keep Kendari in that Temple, surround carefully, wear him out and kill him off for good. That will leave us one less independent to worry about, and a deadly one at that. Tell the rest of our contacts in Vallakazz to take that scroll quietly if possible, if not, then do an alley-kill and get it out of the city and to here with their fastest man. We will meet halfway when we know he is en route.” He was swooning, almost dizzy from the infusion of wine and inhaled drug, and he retired back to his seat on the throne to keep his balance. All a show of course, even intoxicated on a dozen vices Johnas Valhera was one of the deadliest men alive, but his position required a bit of false messaging to keep his members close and underestimating him at all times. “Now, send for the two ambassadors from Altestan, I will meet with them now, and after that, we feast to Ellaird and the men that met their ends from Kendari the wretched.”


  Servants moved rapidly, organizing the room. Fences and thieves traded quickly, clearing goods and coin from the table, Vanessa covered the warlock mirrors, waving her hands in arcane motion to clear any script from the marble. His children and loyal members all busy trading crime and talking murder, here in the web of the White Spider, under Valhirst. “I will be seeing you in my chamber then.” Johnas made the statement, not a question to Vanessa Blackflame. He knew he could have any woman, but he had wanted her, mostly due to her loyalty and importance, but also because she loved another. He had murdered her father, had murdered hundreds to get here today, and felt that keeping her here as a child, training her abroad, entitled him to anything she had to offer. Johnas did not feel it, he knew it, and so it was.


  The door opened, Heathen standing hunched over, looking at the ground as he announced. “Emissaries Alamud and Samiri Kaven Sa’oom of Khi’Va, the Empires of Altestan, my Prince!”


  Johnas stood, giving a slight bow to the northern men, tan and exquisite in their green robes and jewelry, curved swords at their hips and headdresses of wrapped cloth. The bow, with praying hands and the customary constant eye contact of their people, was returned deeply. “Gentlemen, welcome. I am sure your journey was pleasantly devoid of difficulty?”


  The rough Agarian, with strong tones of sharp and elegant Altestani accent, was almost poetic to hear. “Yes, Prince Johnas Valhera of Valhirst, the month at sea went quickly for us and your house is most welcoming.” the spokesman, Alamud, Johnas knew to be the son of the Prince of Khi’Va in Altestan, the other most likely by the scars he noted by the ear and hands, was a bodyguard relative instead of a fellow ambassador. Johnas knew that Khi’Va was a mighty holy city of the Yjarrin faith in Altestan, but also a powerful trade city that could hold the key to all of that ancient empire.


  “One question, if I may, Prince.” Alamud’s blue eyes turning toward the door just passed, noting the pit behind him.


  “Anything Ambassador Kaven Sa’oom, my house is open to you.”


  “You have expressed, over the years, that your values lie in order with our own, our beliefs.”


  “They still do, Alamud, they do.”


  “Then explain to me why I was greeted and inspected by a lesser being, not of God, not of man, but a curse of God as you have at your door, the old minotaur?”


  “I will remedy that if you wish. However, Heathen’s strong hatred for the church of Alden, and the false prophets of the lesser punished one, are an asset I have used to further weaken the religion you despise. Simply a tool, used as such, for aims that are strictly human, such as yours.” Quick thinking of the prince may have saved him whatever deal they were to work and having to kill the only person in Valhirst that would willingly die for him. Johnas realized his true allies were few, all but Heathen were allies forced from deal to deal, extortion to extortion, threat to implied threat. Such was his life, the life of the nephew to a king, a king that already had an heir to the throne of Chazzrynn. The talks continued, the room empty for they and the prince to discuss anything. Heathen never moved, hearing their hatred for him, yet remained as stone. He knew that Johnas had set him free years ago, and that he stayed out of pleasure and old age, for this was all he knew.


  



   


  Exodus I:VII 


  Vallakazz, Chazzrynn


  Her elven footsteps light and quick, weapons sheathed, and eyes open in awe and appreciation, Shinayne T’Sarrin stared at the uncountable glowing orbs of light from the lake. She gazed in wonder, at how they became and why, but more focused on the beautiful soft illuminations of every color imaginable under the cold dark lake at night. The elven noble gazed beyond the lake, seeing hundreds more lights of a vast city of tall buildings and stretching stone towers adjoined with lit bridges and archways. It looked warm from here in the cold, inviting, and with all its magnificent landmarks of cathedrals, temples, manors, inns, and towers of study, Shinayne felt welcome without a word. Positioned over the lake, and around it, encompassed by decorative walls and bridges, stone streets, and farmhouses in every direction of rolling hills, the snow covered city of Vallakazz was the first place in her months of trailing Lavress, that she felt safe, having but glimpsed the outside of it at night.


  “Vallakazz, finally.” James Andellis stood next to the mesmerized elf, gazing himself at a city he had not seen for many years. His thoughts wandered to old bar tabs he may have skipped on, and what taverns he best not enter, but his memory, thanks to the years of wine, would not recall yet all his misdeeds in this city of the arcane. “Who is it we are to meet here again, Saberrak?”


  “No idea, the letter from the priest in Southwind went back west with the horsethief that escaped the panther.” The gray gladiator reminded, his deep voice issuing warm steam, warmer since he had some furs and leather armor in the chill of Chazzrynn winter.


  “Ye might be heading to Lazlette or the Temple of Golden something of Alden, I think.” Azenairk remarked, also taking in the wondrous beauty of Vallakazz at night.


  “You have been here then, dwarf?” James responded inquisitively, believing that most dwarves stuck together in the mountains and mines.


  “Nope. Can’t say that I would ever want to either, save for the sight I am seeing now. Magic, Alden, humans, open land, small hills, besides the view, there is not much here for me I must say.”


  “Then how would you know where we should go to see someone you know nothing about, my stocky warrior?” Saberrak snorted, thinking the bearded priest was a tad arrogant, liking it, but mostly in himself.


  Azenairk Thalanaxe reached in his backpack withdrawing a partially crushed hard leather scroll tube, and pulled out a rolled piece of parchment with the seal of the church of Alden waxed at the top. “This was near the murdered body of a human priest in the foothills. Killed by one that dressed as James here. Two more like him dead in their sleep, throats cut. I found it in the dark after burying him and a small incident with some ogre. The killer headed west, and I headed this way to deliver it to the names mentioned.”


  “Why have you waited over two days to tell us this?” Shinayne, mildly frustrated and suspicious, asked the priest in an accusing tone. The horned warrior and the hungover knight both joined her in silence, awaiting the dwarf’s reply.


  “I figured ye had the other one, from the other traitors that crossed ye. It says there were two letters. I thought ye three knew it all already. Here ye are, read it for yourselves then.” The last Thalanaxe handed it over to Saberrak, who in turn passed it to James. The weary warrior, holding it to the moonlight, rubbed his eyes, wrinkled his brow, and then passed it to the elven woman.


  “Well if none of ye can read, allow me...”


  “We can read, Azenairk, it just so happens to be night.” Shinayne read the letter to them all, reciting the suspicions of the scroll, the accusations toward Lady Kaya T’Vellon, and the locations in Vallakazz that they were supposed to be directed to. Shinayne, being a highborne elf of Kilikala, had no intention of heading to mentioned Shalokahn. The elves there were more like power hungry humans than elves anymore, and if they spotted a noble like her in their kingdom, Shinayne thought her chances would be better against a thousand ogre at making it out alive. The hatred of the Shalokahn elves toward most of their fey cousins had been there for a few thousand years and the noble doubted that any scroll would set that aside.


  “It says one letter went to the Lady Lazlette of Vallakazz, yet we were told to head to the Temple of Golden Mercy. Let’s just enter the city, and get out of the cold first.” Shinayne gave the letter back to the dwarf.


  The four travelers, carriers of a long lost and ancient scroll of unknown origins, headed down the valley to Vallakazz. From the outside, the grand stone nexus of learning that is Vallakazz, the center of Chazzrynn, seemed a destination from a long and perilous trek across frozen countryside. For the four about to enter, it seemed a well deserved resting place, and hopefully, one with answers.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The western bridge was well guarded, more than Gwenneth recalled, but she tried to remember the last time she had even traveled to a gate at the edge of the city. The snow had stopped, the clouds over her head had parted to the west, and the stars and moons revealed a lush glow over the outside world that Gwenne was accustomed to seeing from her room high in the tower. From a low vantage point, the sky and the countryside seemed huge and she felt so much smaller than the daughter of the High Wizard of Lazlette should.


  Her arcane sight was sensing the glow approaching, very close now. Gwenne ignored the stares from armed guards and archers posted at this gate, double here what the other three gates have. Gwenne had seen ogre from a distance, yet none had dared attempted an attack on Vallakazz, so the prodigal wizard never saw the reason for such a bolster of forces to the west. “Hail travelers, and state your names. Far enough now.” Gwenneth moved to the bridge, peering through the black iron bars to where the sergeant of the west bridge was calling.


  “Lady Shinayne T’Sarrin, hail watchwarden, my men are cold and tired. Our business is with the Temple of Golden Mercy and Lazlette academy.” Barely containing her excitement, the elven swordswoman spoke for them, knowing how to announce oneself to guards and nobles alike.


  “It seems that Lazlette has been awaiting you, my lady. Get the gate raised men!” The sergeant raised his hand high, noting that he received the same from the elf and looked toward the robed wizard of the academy.


  Gwenneth felt the presence close now, could see it, it hummed in her vision to the annoying point that she had to dismiss her magical sight. The minotaur kept it in a large pack on his hip she knew, and she smiled as the seven and a half foot horned warrior walked up to her. Tattoos of black horns that mirrored his own real ones curved and shone under his eyes, eyes that looked at her from two feet above. His right hand around his left side gripping the leather wrapped metal haft of a great steel double bladed axe, his right on the hilt of some bone blade tucked in his belt. Gwenne noted that he did not look at all comfortable here in Vallakazz, or in the pieced together leather and furs he wore for protection and warmth. The black robed daughter of the arcane glanced at the others. The elven woman, curved elven blades, the matching set of a noble warrior, and dressed in fine chain armor under regal garments of purple and black. Her skin was golden tan, hair of light bronze, and eyes bright aqua and vibrant, everything about her sparkled or caught light, denoting her as a highborne noble elf of Kilikala, not to mention the slim features and pointed ears. The dwarf was easy to identify, his hammer and moons emblem on his shield and breastplate, trimmed black beard and shaven head. The priest of silent Vundren, the mountain God, warhammer half as tall as he, stocky, yet a few inches shorter than the wizard. Lastly Gwenne examined the knight of Southwind Keep, his red feathered cross of Alden on the white tabard, neatly trimmed dark brown beard and hair, a human man a little older than herself, his shield full of war wounds and his broadsword with the hilt of a golden griffon and feathered crosspiece. Gwenne stared, she had seen that weapon before, she could not place it, but it was familiar to her.


  Gwenneth bowed deeply, her arms wrapped around each other in the chill air, and bows returned, save the minotaur, who saw little need for these cordialities. “Lady Lazlette?” the dwarf spoke first.


  “Yes, I am Gwenneth Lazlette. And may I have the pleasure, devout of Vundren?”


  “Azenairk Thalanaxe, my lady, of Boraduum. You may call me Zen if you wish though.” He blushed, sensing stares from his companions as he tried to impress the beautiful human woman.


  “Lady Shinayne T’Sarrin, of Kilikala.”


  “James Andellis, former knight of Southwind, my lady.”


  “And you must be…” Gwenne paused, awaiting the name of the minotaur.


  “You are a wizard, the master of an academy it says, shouldn’t you know?” Saberrak snorted, his pessimism at human society speaking for him.


  “I am not all knowing my horned friend, may a lady have your name?” Gwenneth felt her cheeks flush just a little at her stretch of the truth. She had the chance to be honest about her position and title, she let it pass. Gwenne knew her mother would have her publicly reprimanded for impersonating her, no matter the cause.


  “This,” Shinayne patted the chest of the gray gladiator, “is Saberrak, and he is most grateful to meet you and be welcomed into your city, my lady.”


  “I am?”


  “You are. Mind your manners horned one, I would most like to get out of the cold and you are not helping that goal this moment, so I am assisting you. Keep walking.” The elven noble nudged the minotaur forward, past the gate and into the city to walk wherever this noble wizard planned on taking them. The four weary travelers walked beside Gwenneth Lazlette on cobblestone streets into the lit city of the arcane.


  “I suppose you want to see this, then?” Saberrak pulled the scroll from his pack as he walked, trying to relax a bit.


  “No, no, no! Put that away Saberrak, please. I am not the only wizard that is aware you carry something valuable. We have a hunter on the loose in the city as we speak, not for you as far as we know, but deadly and hard to track nonetheless. Keep that hidden until I get us into the Lazlette Semanarium Arcanum.


  He put it back quickly, looking from left to right. “The what?”


  “That large four towered, twelve bridged, nine storied, college of the arcane dead ahead about a mile or so.” Gwenne pointed toward her home, keeping her pace forward and brisk and letting her tongue slip without knowing it.


  “Oh.” Saberrak looked up, admiring the stone structure, in much better shape than the ones he first saw upon emerging in the west.


  “Who or what is the hunter after, Lady Lazlette?” asked the dwarf, making conversation, not overly thrilled about walking into dangers he did not know all about.


  “That is not important for you to know, Zen. See that to your left, past the buildings there, that is the Temple of Golden Mercy, the largest cathedral in the…” Gwenne turned in time to hear whistling projectiles, one into the shoulder of the minotaur, one glancing off the armor of the dwarf, another past Gwenne’s face, and yet another clanged into the shield over the knight’s back, piercing the worn steel and lodging itself in the center. Many more, from side alleys, left and right and rooftops above, flew into the night sky aimed at the entire gathering.


  “Cover, find cover!” James pulled his shield off his back, covering the wizard and drawing his broadsword. Azenairk did the same to the right side, concealing the elven swordswoman, realizing that the minotaur was too big to protect with his shield.


  “Keep moving, head to the west tower, bottom alcove! Neshtael fidrium desh denaal!” Gwenneth raised her hands out to each side, chanting for the air to solidify and swirl. Ten foot circular wisps of air circled on either side of the pinned group, bolts from crossbows impacting and swirling to the snowy cobblestone or streaming off target.


  James and Azenairk moved to her front and rear, shielding the wizard, while Shinayne and Saberrak drew weapons and stayed behind the enormous swirling air that protected them all. “Six on this side, three moving toward us!” the elf called to her friends, anxious to let them get within reach with their blades.


  “I have at least ten by the temple, only three moving in. The others are firing at something else, not us.” Saberrak too, had his axe and bone shortblade drawn, ready to defend the wizard he had yet to really acknowledge.


  The men, like shadows erupting from every corner, were upon them in moments, swift, silent, and leading with curved blades of coastal cutthroats, not the typical straight edges of battle hardened soldiers. Three came from the right of the road, moving to the front of the entourage in attempt to slow their pace, Shinayne moved to the edge of the magical air shields Gwenneth controlled, and waited for the first assassin to make his move. All three stopped, drew daggers and hurled them end over end at the elven woman. Her longblade deflected one to the right, her curved shortblade meeting another and sending it high into the circling wall of wind, where it stopped and fell harmlessly to the street. The third was caught by the veteran knights’ shield as it flung over the elf’s head, sticking yet another weapon into the falcon head emblem. The three men charged, each a few feet apart, hoping to get inside past the reach of the swordswoman to the wizard protecting them from the continuous onslaught of crossbow fire. Shinayne stepped from the protection of James’ shield and smiled at her adversaries as they advanced.


  The three coming from behind had the same plan, practiced and trained for this very circumstance. They did not plan for a gray minotaur, bolt still imbedded in his shoulder, to rush out amid a stream of deadly projectiles with horns lowered. As they drew their daggers, crossbow fire from dozens of archers on either side still raining, the gray gladiator dove his horns into the man on the right, veering his charge last second to ensure contact. Driving the man through the chest with both two foot sharp horns and into the closest wall, another bolt lodged into the side of his thigh. Pain was only enraging the outnumbered minotaur, he threw with all the strength in his muscled torso and neck his first victim flying into one of the remaining two, both tumbling across the snow covered street. The third man, dressed much like a shadow in form fitting black leather and cloth, waved his hand to the air, which halted the bolts that now were nearing he and his men. Saberrak grinned, marching forward with his axe and boneblade, ready to finish what these men had started before more arrived.


  The first assassin moved with the third to either side of Shinayne, cutting in toward her in unison, both parried from quick inhuman reflex and decades of training with the finest blades forged by mortals. Her counter attacks both feints, meant to aim in at the men’s chests’, and as they parried up, the elf turned left, retracting her attacks, and dove both blades under the saber of her enemy on the left, and through his ribs. As she pulled the blades out, his attack continued, Shinayne stopped the saber with her curved right hand blade, and with the left off hand, plunged the tip with a quick jab to his throat. Turning just as he fell, blades up and crossed, the other two leapt at her, their crosspieces locking with hers. She ducked down, backward rolled and kicked up for better distance, when light flashed from behind her.


  “Confael sinirium!” Gwenneth, easily concentrating on the shields of air, pointed her two fingers of her right hand toward the man on the left of the rolling elf, unleashing a flash of energy that burned white hot and it struck him dead in the abdomen. Sparks showered with more white heat, the smell of burning leather and flesh filled the steaming air as the rogue dropped to the ground, screaming as his belly burned and melted through. The group kept moving, the elf stepping over the screaming thug, keeping blades with the one on his feet. As James neared the man, his sword went up and down quickly, silencing the man through the chest mercifully and without hesitation.


  Saberrak backed up, avoiding the arcing saber cuts from both men now, swinging his axe at their heads and reaching stabs with the boneblade at their chests. Neither man was believing he was that slow, which he was not, or the two young assassins were simply too afraid to get very close to the angered minotaur. Tired of the cat and mouse exchange of misses, Saberrak stopped, lowered his weapons, drawing confusion from both men, who hesitated for just a moment, unsure what to do. The minotaur snorted, lifted both arms, and hurled his axe at the one on the left, and the ogre bonesword at the one on the right, the weapons crossing over each other as they flew end over end into their targets ten feet away. The axe buried into the chest of its man, killing him quickly. The other sustained the blade in the hip, leaving him standing. Azenairk, seeing his horned ally unarmed facing a sword, charged the man with a battle cry. As the man turned toward the charging dwarf, Saberrak stepped ahead, pulled his double bladed axe from the corpse it was lodged in, and cleaved the wounded assassins head clean off from behind, splattering blood all over the front of the dwarven priest. “Damn it! That was not necessary!” gruffed Azenairk at the minotaur standing above the headless body falling to the snow. Saberrak grinned, pulling his thrown blade from the hip of his enemy, and jogged ahead to the rest of the group.


  The saber caught her hand, a grazing cut, and Shinayne countered with her left blade, the killer parried. She turned her wrist, forcing him to do the same, over and over, to keep the elf from getting her blade inside his defenses. She turned again, and then dropped her wrist, forcing his blade down, exposing his forearm. Her curved longblade crosscut with her shoulder behind it, cleaving through bone, leaving his arm and saber dangling. She reversed her cut, a backward slash across his chest and through his armor, splitting his flesh, then drove the shortblade through the wound near the heart. Shinayne kept marching the Vallakazz streets, leading the protected caravan through the night, Saberrak jogging beside her now, both looking behind them as more men appeared two streets down from the left, but none from the Temple side.


  “Almost there, just keep moving.” The calm voice of Gwenneth rose above the heat of the fight and the five kept moving, the dwarf and the knight shielding her from the rear and the elf and the minotaur walking the front. Staring at the bodies left in their wake behind them, she wondered who these travelers truly were. Gwenneth had never killed anyone before, nor used magic offensively like this. Since they all thought she was actually Lady Lazlette of Vallakazz, Gwenne grinned knowing that actually, she had not killed anyone this night.
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  Shiver crept out again from inside the alcove, and again crossbow bolts fired at the emergence of the steaming longsword. Kendari stayed, back to the wall of a side entrance alcove, and entrance with a locked door. The stairs down to the courtyard only ten feet away and the drop from over the balcony about thirty feet, the Nadderi elf was pinned down by at least ten archers. He had been watching the minotaur and the elven woman, Saberrak and Shinayne, if he recalled correctly from his interrogation of the satyr. He saw them pass with others, but could do nothing. Helpless to escape, yet his enemies had seen four of their comrades killed on the temple steps so far. Kendari assumed they had not the courage to advance on him again. He would wait till they ran out of bolts, or grew tired and bored and charged him. Very much he wished to take the elf again in combat, but all the cursed swordsman could do was watch from afar while these men foolishly tried to cut down a trained elven noble who wielded ceremonial blades. He wished he was there to see her face in pain once again.


  Another bolt, skittering across the stone wall above his head, forcing him to duck. “Closer, but still here waiting to see if you are as poorly trained in saber as you are in archery!” his taunts amused him, but would do nothing to trick White Spider assassins into an attack they were not told, or too smart to take. Kendari drew his other longsword from over his right hip, holding it reversed as always, and kicked the double oak doors again. There was no give there, barely a rattle. Yet a voice after almost two hours here, a voice in Agarian nearing the door.


  “Why would you be trying to come in this door and not the front, Olwynn? It is late and I need my rest for sermon...” the door unlocked and opened.


  “Evening father.” Kendari plunged Shiver into the priests’ chest, then kicking him off the blade, the old gray haired man landed ten feet ahead, shocked and bleeding to death in his white robes of the bedchamber. “Forgive me Alden, but I will be sending you some loyal servants, just a little earlier than you had planned.”


  The Nadderi elf snuck through the temple chambers, a couple of screams from the nuns as doors opened then slammed shut with his passing. Kendari kept heading west, keeping to the dark away from torchlight knowing there was another entrance on the side that was closer to the gate and the guards, closer to where the White spider would not dare go. Another priest staggered into the dark hallway in the dead of night, seeing blades on a shadow with a pale face and green eyes, the man ran back to his room and slammed the door. The cursed swordsman heard praying as he passed. For a little fun, he plunged his blade through a gap in the wooden door about head level. “I would ask Alden to let me out quickly or your sermon tomorrow will be just one large funeral priest. Now, which way to the west exit?”


  “D-d-down the stairs to your right, th-th-then turn left, second-d-d floor and-d-d you can leave.”


  “God bless.”


  The elf followed the priest’s direction, and spotted the west entrance. He stopped, also spotting the seven men aiming crossbows in the hallway directly at him. Smiling, slowly walking forward, he waited for the trigger fingers to twitch. The one on the left fired and the swordsman dropped to the floor, face turned aside, body flush with the cold marble. Every bolt went over his body, skittering down the stone floor of the dark corridor of the Temple of Golden Mercy. As he rolled over and kicked to his feet he heard the drawing of many blades from scabbards. “City guard will be here soon. Let us expedite this meeting, agreed?”


  The seven assassins and thugs of the White Spider pulled their half masks up to right over their noses, they had been using them to hide their breath outside, now they raised them to hide their faces from those inside the temple. Two tried to get behind Kendari quickly, sliding along the walls to either side of the grand wide hallway. The Nadderi pointed out, mentally, that they were also young, doing as they were told and would be easily dispatched, so he allowed them behind him. Four more came on guard from his front and one more, with many scars on his face around the eyes, stayed back behind his men. “Our orders are to remove you if you became an obstacle, Kendari.” The older member whispered through his men. “I say, we kill him for fun and let’s pretend he is an obstacle.”


  “Let us also pretend you have a few more men, so you can feel confidant.” The cursed swordsman swaggered in small circles, blades held in typical alternate positions, glaring his eyes into each one of them, seeing who would tremble and thus die first. The young red haired man in the back blinked several times, nominating himself to Kendari. He turned, feinting to confront the speaker of the band of cutthroats, then stepped quick with his left foot, putting his fist to his abdomen, and with the reverse held blade, drove it into the unsuspecting youth’s chest. Forward with his right foot, Shiver cut across the saber of his other flanking opponent with a downward faced sweeping attack, throwing the mans sword arm out away from the elf. In one fluid motion, the back held longsword cut down, Kendari continuing his lightning quick steps, and the loose saber was knocked to the ground before the assassin could recover his guard. Disarmed, the criminal reached for a dagger from his belt as be backpedaled, but the speed of Shiver and its wielder caught him across the neck, searing flesh and blood in a steaming gash that left him choking for air, blood draining out of him like a midnight fountain. Kendari turned, pivoting gracefully on his toes to face the remaining five that had barely reacted to his inhumanly rapid attacks on their men. “Let me guess, they told you to surround me?”


  Having second thoughts, waiting for an order from their quartermaster behind them, seeing two of their men die in the blink of an eye, the assassins remained ready, but still.


  “I despise the saber, do you know why? It is for pirates, cavalry, thieves, and gentlemen duels. I kill pirates and thieves, hate horses, and am distrustful of royalty.” Kendari walked purposefully in the pool of blood at his feet, smiling wide and making as much eye contact as possible. He knew he had them scared, could tell by their stares, their lack of action, their hesitation. These boys were promised all the pleasures and riches of the White Spider, trained with stealth and saber, outfitted, and sent to die. Some of them, branded forever, were now realizing what membership entailed. They had been told they were the deadliest organization on the continent, egos fed from the prince to the prostitutes. Johnas had failed to mention the names of Syrma Shatan, Avricas and Sylette Sasarri, and Kendari of Stillwood. The patriarch would never tell them that there were those far beyond their training that have never, and would never, be a part of their continents-spanning web of criminals. And now the boys shook in fear and the cursed swordsman almost felt a twinge of pity, then dismissed it as hunger, resuming his contemplating of the finish of those that came to kill him. It was them now, or himself later, someone had to die. The Nadderi looked up from the bloodstains on his enchanted boots, feeling content to begin the slaughter of these terrified five men and find an exit from this holy temple.
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  Snow began to fall again, this time harder and with wind blowing from the east. The five midnight warriors, backs to the wall to the western tower, took rest and cover from the cold. Bolts clanked on the gray stone, two of them, Saberrak pulling them free of his flesh with a low growl each time. Blood ran down his leg and shoulder though he did not seem to mind. Shinayne paced in front, weapons still drawn, waiting for more assassins to emerge from the shadows. She noticed the bleeding on the minotaur, and looked at her hand which had stopped letting blood for now, though her leather glove soaked and split from the lucky deflection of the black clad killer. “James, help him please.” The elven swordswoman nodded for the weary knight, exhausted from too many nights with the bottle, to tend to their horned friend.


  “I thought ye said there was a hunter loose in the streets of your city, my lady. That seemed to me more than one.” Azenairk was trying to dislodge the bolt and dagger from James’ shield without ruining it further.


  “What I told you was true, dwarf. I had no idea there were that many laying wait for you, and nor that any besides myself was aware of your coming.” Gwenneth remarked quickly, never liking any accusations that her words were not correct.


  “Then may I ask again, who or what is this hunter after, if not us and that scroll?”


  “Tomes of High Elven Magic, this killer thinks they are here, when really they are heading north with an elf and a satyr. I did not think any attentions to your scroll were being made, besides my own and that of a few trusted professors at the academy. All eyes are supposed to be on the other end of the city.”


  Shinayne, facing away from them, watching the snow drift across the beautiful city, heard what she needed to. Lavress, she thought, had the tomes and was heading north with Bedesh. Hunted, but he was alive and with diversions to aid him. A smile and dampened eyes rose upon her face, the elf thanking Siril silently for whatever blessings he had given to her lover to have made it this far in one piece. Shinayne thought too, of Bedesh, thankful that he had found a way out of wherever the Nadderi and his trolls had taken him. That wish, sincere as it was, did not sit well for Shinayne. She knew full well what the trolls and that swordsman had probably done to poor Bedesh of Haven Glen. If she had one wish now, gazing at the stars, it would be for another chance at that cursed elf, and a chance to save her little horned forest friend whatever pains he had suffered at his hands.


  James concentrated, pushed out the thoughts of wine and more wine for a moment, and placed his hand on Saberrak’s shoulder. The minotaur looked down at him, a look that would have backed up even the bravest of men, yet James had his eyes closed. He focused on the light releasing from his body through his hand and to the torn flesh of his horned friend. He opened his eyes, the light blue glowing under the tower of Lazlette, staring at the flesh and skin mending from the puncture. As it closed, James looked up, everyone staring at him. Saberrak had a look of bewilderment and amazement that the knight could not place.


  “You saw him, under the ruins, chained up. You saw the same man with the same blue glowing eyes as the light from your hand. That was thirteen years ago and you did see him didn’t you James Andellis?” Saberrak looked at him, knowing that it was impossible yet he had a feeling that he was right.


  “No, Saberrak, it could not have been the same man. I was there, carried out by ogre, the lone survivor of my men, sent as a warning to Southwind Keep. The man was naked, bearded, with glowing eyes, but that was thirteen years ago. That man surely died down there.” James did not look up at him, instead concentrated on repeating his gift to the wounded thigh of the minotaur.


  “It was. You describe him as I saw him. He healed my wounds with the same light, and gave me this scroll when I freed him. He had been there a very long time. Who is he, James?” raising his voice, Saberrak was getting impatient, wanting answers from a man that did not wish to recall the place in time in question. He thought for a moment it was to spite him from earlier resistance to painful queries about his men of the keep in Unlinn.


  “I do not know, I could not help him or anyone else! Understand?! I might as well have been dead like the rest of my men! Now, if you don’t mind, let us retire the matter entirely.” James had not yelled in many days, since the two young merchant boys were killed north of the ruins. He had held it all in for too long and had not had any wine today to keep it at bay.


  “From what I know, no men survived the battle of Arouland that you speak of and I would much prefer not to hear more of it either.” Gwenneth ended the discussion, staring at the sword of her father and the medal of Chazzrynn pinned to the tabard of James Andellis. She realized now, where she remembered the hilt of that blade from and remembered where she had heard her father perished. That sword, the griffon hilt, was her father’s or an exact replica, she knew it.


  “Agreed. There were no survivors and that is how everyone remembers it, so shall we? May we get out of the cold my Lady Lazlette?’ James stood up, unable to concentrate on the wounded minotaur with all this frustration.


  “Yes, follow me.” Gwenneth raised her hand, touching the stone door in the alcove, illuminating arcane words that had not been there a moment before. Tracing them, muttering a few words of indecipherable incantation, the stone door slid open on its own. Gwenne walked into the dark corridor to the spiral stairs, waiting for the rest to enter, then waved her hand. “Shiliaaf” she whispered and the door slid shut again concealing them in the darkness of the western stone tower of Lazlette.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The woman’s hand touched the neck of one of the men on the marble floor. Warm, but no heartbeat, two cuts that had bled out maybe several minutes ago, she thought. Seven altogether she noticed in the dark, the western door to the Temple of Golden Mercy left open, snow collecting on the corners and melting in the pools of blood. The cathedral began to stir from the eastern side, no one down here yet to see the dead men. Angeline sheathed her hand-and-a-half sword letting it swing back behind her hips and knelt down near one of the corpses. She tugged the leather armor and blood soaked clothing off of him, inspecting his body for markings. Sure enough, as she had suspected, a pink and white branding scar on the left shoulder blade, one of the White Spider and it was fresh. The mysterious bodyguard tied her long curly hair back with a knot in black cloth, closed her eyes and whispered to the walls and the stone floor. The echo of her whispers trailing down the hall, reverberating back, and the sound was slightly different. Not in any spoken language understood by even the most scholarly professors, but a language that had never been written nor taught to anyone not of Angeline’s secretive sect. The whispers told her, her eyes opening, that the killer was nearby, the being responsible was very close, to her left in a stairwell.


  Just in time, the strange warrior drew her enchanted hand-and-a-half blade, left hand below the right and turned the blade to parry to the left and down. Her blade met two rapid cuts from longswords, sparking as they clanged on her steel weapon. Two more came slashes out from the dark figure with menacing eyes, one met the crosspiece and she turned her wrist to deflect it harmlessly, the other blade, rippling with heat, cut across at her exposed neck which Angeline reared back from by inches. Not able to match the speed of this killer, not his two attacks against her one blade, the silent bodyguard concentrated. Thinking on the air forming under her boots, she lifted up as she deflected and parried the lightning strikes of the pale faced swordsman. Her body, chainmail and all, rose into the air almost ten feet, and her balance was perfect on top of the nearly invisible swirl of wind. Angeline crouched, rising near the temple ceiling, out of reach from the marked elf that had tried to kill her. There were no words between them, just stares, neither able to make contact with the other, an awkward silent length of moments. More voices now, getting closer from the western doors and within the Temple itself. They both looked each direction, surveying the best route out.


  Kendari headed west, sheathing his weapons simultaneously, ducking outside the western doors before the city guard entered and sunk into the night. Angeline Berren hovered low, keeping to the shadows of the corridor, not stepping nor making sound above that of the blowing winds from outside, and tried to follow the killer into Vallakazz. She rose again, hiding behind the statue of Alden almost thirty feet high outside. She watched the Vallakazz soldiers enter the western doors below her, oblivious to her presence above. Angeline tried to spot the elf, but he was gone. Not a sound on the wind, not a trail in the snowy streets, not a motion caught in the shadows. The mysterious bodyguard waited and watched the rooftops, waiting for him to emerge from shadow once again.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Warmth of the chamber refreshed the five cold and injured acquaintances the moment they entered. Gwenneth snapped her fingers, the purple and blue torches flashing to magical life, offsetting the low warm glow of the lit hearth. Her chambers as she had left them, organized, locked, and with several glyphs hidden on various walls that only she knew were there. Some to protect her books, a few for some enchanted gifts she had received, and one to alert her if anyone other than herself had entered the room.


  Azenairk poked around, peering at vivid colors of bottles and gold trimmed tomes on bookshelves. Staves in the corners, wands on the desk, scrolls and tomes everywhere he looked, the priest was amazed that a human wizard had accumulated this sort of trove so young. It was larger than the library in the temple of Vundren, that being a small study in comparison.


  Shinayne looked out the paned glass windows, frost growing in streaks on the outside, and admired the city again, this time from high above it. Her thoughts drifted with the snow, to Lavress Tilaniun, wherever he may be proving himself again to the court of the Whitemoon with yet another act of salvation for the mystical fey monarchy and the elven kingdoms. She so wished to be at his side, night and day, regardless of trial or terror, this kingdom or that, to hear his voice whisper in her ear anything at all.


  “What are we doing here, Lady of Lazlette? “ Saberrak huffed under his drooping eyes and tired spirit.


  “We are keeping safe and inspecting what it is that makes you so sought after by so many. May I see the scroll now?”


  “I had thought we were going to the Temple of Golden something, to meet father someone?”


  “If the church has the answers you need, be my guest. I doubt they will protect you as I can. If their priests had the answers they would have told you in Southwind. Your scroll may be beyond their ability to understand. If you would like my help, I will need to see the scroll.” Gwenne acted the part well, her mother hopefully sleeping soundly by now. “I will give it back, brave minotaur, you have my word.”


  The gray gladiator pulled out the heavy stone scroll and handed it to Gwenne, his senses telling him something didn’t fit entirely together, yet his body felt as to collapse. He retired to a bearskin rug on the floor. Most evident it was for decoration yet the horned warrior did not care. He had met the last few days head on and the night and warmth had taken him into deep slumber despite his fighting effort to stay awake. James too, had lost himself to dreaming in the warmth of the chamber, armor still on, asleep in a chair of fine tanned brahma hide leather across from Saberrak.


  Shinayne looked from the window, having indulged in fantasy enough for the evening, focusing on what the next move would be. She turned to see Azenairk kneeling toward a plain stone wall by the fireplace, praying and humming hymns in his sharp dwarven dialect and holding his hammer and moons symbol to his chest. He had quietly taken off his armor, piece by piece, and laid his warhammer down beside him. Turning to her right, the other two warriors lay fast asleep, worn from battle.


  “Men.” the elven noble strolled to Gwenneth, watching her unroll the parchment on her long oak table. “Seems we are the only ones with strength left Lady of Lazlette. The men have lost their zeal and ferocity, leaving you and I to unravel this conundrum.”


  “Yes, I see as much. Please, call me Gwenne, one lady to another. Now if you could hold the stone end there, yes, and let us see what fate has brought us Lady T’Sarrin.” Gwenneth was fascinated, exhausted as well, but too enthralled with this to even consider sleep.


  “Please call me Shinayne. One lady to another. If this is a holy text Gwenne, how will you be able to comprehend the dialect or fully grasp the religious meaning in any great capacity?” the elf looked at the words, almost a pattern of ancient artwork rather than a language.


  “I studied most every ancient language, including this one, ancient Altestani. This spoken language predates the commonly used arcane writ and most divine scripture known in existence. However, we have one professor here, well a few, that intensely preach of the beginnings of the divine and the arcane as having much the same roots in ancient Altestan. I assure you, I am well versed in my Aldane, my histories, and my languages, and if this is half as valuable and timeless as I feel it is you will have every effort of mine at your disposal.” Hoping that put her questions to rest for a small time, Gwenneth began picking pieces of parchment off the bottom, chipping with small tools at the ink and stone, and invoking dozens of spells and arcane powers. From ancient identity orisons, to deep reading glyphs, and even elemental counter-divinations, the prodigal wizard, assisted by her elven companion, stayed hours into the night examining every aspect and word of the scroll found under Arouland. Fueled by inspiration, focused by curiosity, and driven by passages and phrases with hidden magicks and meaning only she could uncover, Gwenneth did not rest long after Shinayne had given in.


  The vials of alchemically prepared and enchanted liquid were all glowing with a radiant blue for more than an hour now, unlike anything Gwenne had ever seen. She had tested many liquids and chemicals in here, yet never had anything produced a glow to the entire room let alone for this long. The parchment in the beakers as well, along with her spells of divining truth from simple matter, all pointed to an odd conclusion. This ink, she knew, was indeed blood. Some of it several thousand years old, some of it only a decade near the end, but as impossible as it was, it was all from the same being. She doubted herself and her abilities, yet she had cast the incantations perfectly, twice, and had received the same arcane impulses and derived the identical conclusions. The parchment had tested as pressed skin or tissue from the same being, twice over as well. Her candles nearly spent, puddles of cascaded wax forming intricate designs down the base of the holders, Gwenne tried to put together such ancient passages with testimony to dark Altestani worship. Annar was in fact the being that wrote it, and having done so with his own blood, on paper made of his skin, over nearly two thousand years. Her divinations had answered the same result a dozen times now in the night.


  The church would hide it or declare it blasphemy, speaking of Yjaros, the God of divine creation of the Altestani people and the devil, Shukuru of old covenant texts, in the same document. The scripture itself was magical, divine, arcane, older magic, not any that Gwenne thought could be reproduced. Feeling and thought seemed to grasp and enervate her mind as if the words had mystical evocation upon sight, releasing penetrating belief in the writer’s tale of torment and deception. Despite the blue glow that emitted from it, the priests would deny it as an error or plot from a cult of demon worshipping savants playing a cruel prank. Her own mother would have it destroyed or sent away far out of Vallakazz, for safety and to avoid attention from anyone that might find interest, good or otherwise, in this artifact. Gwenne knew what she had to do, the only answer to truly unleashing what was inside with any certainty in private.


  Middir would side with her mother, Dasius opposed her, and the other professors were plainly under her skill as it was. Gwenneth knew that Dasius of Caberra kept a forbidden warlock mirror in his chambers. Unbeknownst to Aelaine, she had used it before when she had snuck in. The prodigy felt fear for but a moment, traveling up her spine and forking throughout her body. What she was about to do, was walking this moment to do, her mother would possibly banish her for. Gwenneth went to make contact with the only man she trusted with more power and knowledge than her own. She went to contact her mothers first mentor by trespassing and using illicit arcane devices. Knowing that a God was the creator of this scroll and for a divine purpose, she needed more than what Vallakazz could offer. She went to contact the most famous and powerful wizard alive, Kalzarius of Harlaheim.


  



   


   


  Kaya I:I


  Eastern Trail, Southwind Keep


  Sleet and bombardments of large wet snowflakes covered the sky in front of her, as she watched the road to the east. It was early morning, a glimpse of light blue and gray peering from the western horizon over Southwind Keep. The mountains to the far north, and hills of rolling farmlands were barely visible in the early morning snowshower. The winter trees and quiet of the small iced forest was peaceful to her troubled mind. Kaya T’Vellon watched the west, making sure she had not been followed. She knew, from Dasius in Vallakazz, that James Andellis and his companions had arrived with no escort and no letter from the church as he could tell. The Lady of Southwind knew that meant one of two things. Either her men were dead and exposed, the group carrying the scroll had their letter. Or, one or both of her men ran into trouble, fled, or escaped and would be heading back west. This being the third day out in the cold of early morning or late at night, Kaya was weary and nervous. The fear of a failed mission for the White Spider was enough to keep her awake, as were the consequences of her brother or the king finding out of her allegiance. All her men had to do was get the scroll, keep the letter of recommendations, abandon them in the Chazzrynn wilderness, then the assassins in the arcane community of Vallakazz were to cover the western gate, and the four would never have been seen again. Kaya was frustrated, hearing that nothing thus far had gone right, none according to plan, and the companions were with the scroll safely in the academy. Now she had to dispose of her own men and abandon Southwind Keep leaving it unoccupied by Johnas’ organization. She hoped that he would not have her killed for losing the keep, since Elcram held no members of the White Spider inside. The value of this noble fortress to the White Spider was hopefully less than the lady known as Jade of the West appraised.


  Evril had returned last night, fresh wounds from ogre clubs, very believable to all but herself. Kaya knew that the young knight had been lying to her brother Alexei and the others. She had seen ogre wounds, even grazing ones to the face, and Evril Alvander must have hit himself mercilessly several times, but not enough to fool her. She planned to meet him for his reward in the stables this morning. His eyes told her, other than self inflicted swelling, that something had not gone to plan and he had arrived half a day earlier than expected. Before this morning was over, Kaya would have all the answers she needed, and all loose ends tied off.


  Lady T’Vellon saw the faint figure of a horse walking slowly down the trail toward her, barely visible in the black and gray haze of snowy dawn. Content with herself and her patience, she walked ahead in the tree line, keeping just out of sight. The man on the back of the horse was slumped over, likely due to exhaustion and an attempt to keep warm. Kaya drew her shortsword and waited. Her long gray robes and winter clothes pulled around her as she stepped in the snow.


  The young red headed knight of Dunmoor raised his head, seeing the keep in the near horizon. His horse was wobbly, the ground slick, and the breeze unforgiving. His last two days had been hell since the food they had packed was on the other knights’ horse, the one that did not make the journey by way of a giant horned snowpanther. He pulled his waterskin out from beneath his arm, the water warmed now, unfrozen from his body heat. He raised it to his cracked lips. His eyes widened, the horse pulled to the right into the trees as a cold blade plunged into his ribs and lung. He couldn’t breath, the pain and spasming and puncture had done its work. He felt himself half falling, half pulled from his tired mount, hitting the white ground as the blade freed itself from his chest. He tried to draw his broadsword as he lay on his back and got it almost loose, when cold steel cut across his throat. His eyes blackened, body feeling a chill to end all chills, one that could not be warmed. He looked to the gray snow sky, flakes falling to his face. Beautiful, smiling, with glossy eyes, Lady Kaya was there at his end. He could not see, as his last moments drifted away from the world of consciousness, that her blade ran red with his blood.


  The lady of the keep searched his packs and belt, finding the letter from the church in Southwind Keep. Kaya tucked it into her robes, cleaned her shortsword off on his tabard, and kicked the body over till it rolled downhill, well out of sight off the trail into the woods. Soon it would be buried in the snow. Months before the thaw, he was safe from notice for quite some time. The horse wobbled some more, Kaya leading it back to where she knew the road to be and started toward the stables, still before daybreak.


  In early morning, Evril Alvander snuck into the partially opened door to the stables, the smell not as bad as his mind recalled due to the cold. Rows of horses, over a hundred fine steeds and a few brahmas kept well on the end of the long narrow stone building. One lantern was lit on the far corner where his mistress had told him she would be. The young traitor ran his fingers through his long dark curls and felt the stubble on his face and swollen cheek. A bruise recalled from an attacking tree branch and the pommel of his broadsword. He had lay with the lady of the keep once before, but a servant had interrupted and they held still for an eternity in her bedchamber. Fearing being caught, she promised to offer herself again, after another favor, this one more dangerous. He could not wait to tell her and relay the story of the ogre that, in fact, did come after him in the foothills after his killed the escorts and the priest. He saw her silhouette in the lamplight, saw her sitting on a chair in her robes, waiting for him.


  “I have been waiting for weeks Kaya and here you are. Like the bruise?” his voice nervous, in anticipation, his craving for her body and pleasures barely held back by words.


  “I did, very nice. So what happened?” her smile was warm and inviting, she opened her robes a small inch or two, enough for him to gather that she had little underneath. Her feet kicked at the fresh hay brought from the stock barn and the blanket she had laid on top of it.


  “I led them off the trail to the foothills…” he knelt on the blanket, at her feet, running his hand up her calf and thigh, trying to open her robes more with his teeth, playfully. “…killed the escorts in their sleep and shot the priest…” his hand touched for her breast, feeling the soft skin through the robe. He ran his other hand between her legs and moved his lips up into her dark brown waves of hair, fishing for her ear. “…with the poisoned bolt. He had some problems with dying…” Evril kissed her ear. Hearing a faint moan of pleasure, he continued. Her hands now pulling his tabard off and beginning on removing his shirt. “…but I managed to show him that the broadsword had other plans.”


  “And the horses, where are the rest?” her hands now running up and down his bare and nearly hairless chest, nails scratching playfully.


  “The story about the ogre attack was true my love…” the young man now had positioned himself between her legs, still on his knees while she sat in the wooden chair. His hands tried removing the robes and loose clothing from her shoulders, yet she resisted playfully. “…six of them charged from above the foothills, chased me, and took the horses I had tethered before I could get them free.” barely able to breath, a slight sweat glowing between their bodies, the kissing became more prevalent than words. “But I escaped, mission completed, the deed is done…” his pants loosened by the lady of the keep, he ran his fingers across her perfectly shaped breasts inside her garments, then down between her thighs, feeling for the treasure he had waited weeks for. “…and I am alive and was not followed by ogre or anyone, just as you wished my lady.” Evril pushed himself onto the woman he had dreamt of for years, fantasized about for months, craved for weeks, and felt the brutal sensations of lust, even stronger than before.


  “And the letter…” Kaya moaned as they began to get close, her legs lifting off the ground and wrapping around his back, crossing at the ankles behind her lover. “…where did you put it Evril?”


  His motions were soft yet rapid, not wanting to hold back for another interruption. “Problem with that is that the priest, as he died….” Kaya stood up, grabbed him by the hair and pulled him up, placed her hands on his hips and turned him around. She grabbed the rope hanging from the crossbeam off the wooden rafter to the left in shadow, letting it fall down from its anchor above the chair. “..what’s the rope for my lady?”


  Kaya sat him in the chair, mounted him, her breasts pushed against his face, and held onto the rope. She began again to arouse him, this time in charge of the moves and motions of the intimate morning pleasures. “It’s for me. The priest died, and..?” Evril was barely able to concentrate on words or thoughts, his mind overcome with this beautiful woman on top of him, round cleavage nudging his lips as she moaned softly with every kiss, her hands above his head holding the rope tightly as they embraced.


  “He threw the letter down the foothills, and the ogre…” he began to reach a point of uncontrolled feeling with urges of lust, his words were lost in soon to unfold ecstasy.


  “You lost it to the ogre, you had to flee, right?” Kaya moaned as well, her body shivering from cold, from sweat starting, and from the warmth of anticipation more than embrace.


  “Yes, I had no choice. What is that for Kaya?” she had stopped right as he was all hers and held up the tie for her robes and garments, tied it around her lover’s eyes, producing a surprising smile of more to come. Sweat ran down his chest, he felt his pants being brought back up, belt fastened, and shirt being placed on his warm wet body. “What are you doing?”


  “A surprise, my love, for a job well done. You are young enough to do this again and again, I can tell. So no rush, we have all morning. This time you will have to guess what I am doing without looking. The more you guess correct, the more I remove. The more you guess correct, the more I will do for you, in many different ways.” Kaya stood behind him, knelt down while caressing his hair, pulling playfully a bit. She reached under the blanket and grabbed the suicide letter, the one that explained how Evril could not live with himself after leaving his friends to die at ogre hands. It mentioned how he failed to protect them, how he was not worthy of his knighthood or his life. All written by Kaya late last night in perfect forgery.


  “You are pulling my hair, and tickling my chest with, with…parchment?”


  “Very good, a kiss for the easy one my lover.” Kaya placed the paper on his lap and knelt down again, pulling her shortsword out of the hay. She kissed him, backing up a step, tied the rope. Playfully around his neck and into a knot it went, kissing his ears and stroking her hand back and forth across his thighs. Her breasts, knowing men loved breasts, flirted with the side of his face as she tied the knot, never letting the rope much more than lightly touch his skin.


  “You are, well, you are doing a lot. Touching me, rubbing your bosom on my face, and kissing my ear.” Evril was at her command, full attentions on the lover he could not see, getting so much more than his young mind had ever expected.


  “Excellent, how did you guess all that at your age? Have you had this done to you before?” Kaya teased, walked round the chair and felt for the lever to the door, the door to the lower barn, the door that the chair was placed upon. She felt it, under the hay and pushed it open, the door swung open, the chair, the hay, the letter and blanket, and finally Evril dropped as the ground vanished.


  “No, this is my first…clehhhh, clehhh….” his body frozen, dangling, blindfolded, his neck snapped. The air pushing to get out, and his mouth screamed to get air in with his neck strangled off. Evril kicked and tried to grab something, there was nothing. He tried to get the noose off, tried to reach for something nearby, yet his struggling arms began to weaken and fall to his side. He saw nothing, no one, his eyes covered and his darkness quick.


  Kaya inched forward over the pit removing the tie she used as a blindfold from his eyes. His eyes were bulging out of his face, his neck veins tight and his whole body red except his strangling face that was turning purple very quickly. She had heard the neck snap, knowing it should have been quick for him. The shortsword cut twice, effortlessly, across each wrist as they began to fall limp at his side, the blood dripping off his fingers to the floor far below. Kaya grabbed the dagger from his belt, smearing a little blood from his open wrists on the blade, and dropped it down the hay chute. The Lady of Southwind sheathed her blade, tied her robes, and left the stable as the sun was starting to rise. To the world that would know, it appeared obvious that Evril Alvander head cut his wrists and hung himself in the stables, full of guilt and remorse at failure.


  Quietly she snuck into the keep through backstairs by the kitchen and up the servant stairs then down to her chambers. Kaya closed the door, locked it, and fell to the floor in a fetal curl. The tears ran for hours and she cried herself to sleep, the sun shining rays of white-gold light through her windows on a snowy Chazzrynn winter morning. Pieces of black marble lay about her room on the floor from the warlock mirror she had destroyed earlier. All that was left for Kaya to do was leave her home in Southwind and her title with it. Everyone she needed dead, were now dead. Having to leave her entire life behind, Kaya T’Vellon now felt dead just as much.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  “A thousand apologies my great and honorable ambassadors from the north, where are my manners? The manifests you asked to see, on our progress here in Chazzrynn and Harlaheim, yes? Heathen, bring the books.” Johnas had wined them, fed them the finest Valhirst had to offer, shared his whores, his opium, and his hidden home. Men like these were accustomed to finery and yet accustomed to hiding when abroad. If nobles from the Altestan Empires were seen, no matter whom with in almost any country in Agara, they would be captured and interrogated at the very least. Spies from the former invading kingdoms, especially the much larger and vastly more powerful lands of Altestan, were never allowed nor trusted. Now to win confidence and contacts throughout illegal trade routes and royalty, that none but a few like himself would dare, Prince Johnas Valhera prepared false documents to attest to the names and activities of his agents in the south. A show of power. Could he show control and ambition, he may gain what no other criminal or noble had thought to achieve, an agreement with the most powerful nation in the known world, a nation made up of dozens of conquered races and countries. A nation of power, of men, and of faith. Altestan was nearing his grasp.


  Heathen set down the black leather bound journals in the center of the table where the three men sat late in the evening. The men and women of the White Spider had been on high alert to not mention any employs of creatures not human. No mention of wizards, elven assassins, doppelgangers, or any strange contacts they had throughout their webs. Johnas had enough of a hint from Ambassador Prince Alamud that he knew not to mention his goals of enlisting the hard to pierce dwarven settlements as well. The beliefs of the Altestani were that of their race, the dark hair and skin, blue eyes, were the chosen and triumphant bloodline that had eradicated other races from their immense continent long ago. Their leaders, their religion, and their conquests had proven over thousands of years, to them at least, that they were simply the chosen children of God. Above women, beasts, magicks, and about anything else. The Prince of Valhirst had done well to keep Vanessa hidden, along with others and the warlock mirrors.


  “This is interesting Johnas, very thorough indeed.” Alamud flipped page by page through the names and locations of over sixty cities that the White Spider had presence in, not to mention the activities, holdings, and other surrounding cities throughout the island realms of Yallah-Garoug, Taberlo, Falligarde, Halay, and even far off Jal-Adeen over ten weeks travel by ship.


  “As you can see, my agents number nearly a thousand strong and we infiltrate every merchant center, trade route, opium quarter, gambling den, and political stronghold on Agara. There is little that the White Spider does not know of and even less that we can not obtain. What you seek is information, a constant flow of the goings on of your enemies. What I seek is the direct and protected trade route to your merchants and especially the opium fields. You get your eyes and ears full of secrets, politics, and numbers, and I get my kingdom, below the kingdoms.” Johnas smiled, seeing their interest.


  “What do you know of the west, I hear many things of a magical nature have turned up since the flood and since your king reopened the ruined lands?” Prince Alamud was staring at the Southwind Keep pages, small as they were, reading notes on raids and contracts that had mostly never occurred.


  “The west, well, we have confiscated through our agents there many a lost relic. But of potent magic I know little. I have my eyes on renegade wizards, as you do as well, and we try and destroy what we find that could empower someone beyond their God given ability.” lying, like a Prince and a crime lord, lying was his first language. Johnas simply played to the crowd, what they needed to hear. He had more treasures of magic and arcane creation than he knew what to do with, as did many of his quartermasters, spies, city domenarchs, wizards, and assassins.


  “Wonderful to hear, wonderful indeed. And, dear Prince, how is the rulership of the young king of Harlaheim, Richmond, is it? We hear he is having great difficulty with a few elder nobility, church groups, and a wizard that seems nearly worshipped for his longevity in the troubled kingdom. What light can the eyes of the White Spider shed on this?” Alamud was patient, hunting for holes in the answers, seeking for something, yet Johnas could not figure it.


  “It seems ripe for placing my men closer to the throne, if that is what you mean. As far as wizards and old nobles, I know many that would cause a young king trouble, yet Harlaheim is ruled by those old men that kill their own kings when they need a scapegoat to appease the masses. I have my men where I need them for certain.” He was curious, almost as if these men had an agenda, one from another contact somewhere close that they had spoken to. The questions vague, yet pinpointed to certain trouble areas for his organization. Johnas sipped more Caberran wine and waved his hand to have the servant boys fetch another bottle from below.


  “And ties to other nobility and military strongholds, these are secure?’ Alamud partook in the wine, enjoying its richness and depth of earthy and sandy tones, much unlike the ripe yet soft and lighter red wines of the north. His robes of spun silk and slave picked cotton were still finer than anything he had seen in Valhirst, he mused as his comfort reawakened. Bored to tears on the inside, the noble from mighty Altestan asked more, even though he had made up his mind.


  “Yes many. I have a report from an agent in Southwind arriving this week, should you care to wait. Her… his movements have alerted me to every action of this kingdom, before they happen. T’Vellon, the Lord of the fortress, has not only assisted in killing the ogre of the kingdom, but done so from a position of nobility and honor, doubling as one of mine for nearly a decade now. A finer symbol of loyalty you will not find.” Johnas flaunted too much he felt, but he cared not. The stumble with these men was done, in the past already.


  “I must say Prince Johnas, you have shown us much and been hospitable to the last.” his accent still sharp northern, his eye contact perfect, and tone balanced and unwavering. “However, your men in places such as the elven kingdom in Shalokahn, and wizards such as Dasius in Vallakazz, and corrupt abominations such as Salah-Cam, have vastly different stories of your dealings and moral behaviors. Strange that their names were not listed in your notes. Neither was your pet wizard, the one you copulate with, Miss Blackflame or Kaya T’Vellon? Perhaps when you are serious about your word, we can be serious about a deal between the White Spider and Altestan. We bid you farewell Prince Johnas Valhera. Your Caberran wizard at the academy should not be so, talkative? Yes that is the word, talkative.” Alamud’s voice never fluctuated, his eyes and face calm as the grave, his plan perfect. He turned to leave the chamber and was allowed. To stay for days and nights, to indulge in every sinful pleasure, to produce comfort and false friendship, and then to subtly use his knowledge to humiliate and expose. The crime lord suffered a blow that would shock him, perhaps into rash actions.


  “And farewell to thee, royal ambassadors. In years to come, perhaps.” Johnas kept quiet and respectful, knowing he had lost, failed today and better to say nothing at all and keep some dignity. They had known of his dealings with the elves of Shalokahn, one of the strongest rivals to their kingdom. They had known of his ties to rogue wizards, an insult to their beliefs. Lastly, they even knew of his hidden affairs with Vanessa, which means someone inside Valhirst itself had spoken, had been approached and had betrayed. Dasius of Caberra perhaps, but likely they just wanted him dead for their own enjoyments and pinned something. Johnas had planning to do, much planning. With the loss of one fortress this week and several failures, he would need all the members he could organize to regain what he thought to be security.


  “Heathen come here.” he asked nicely, still in shock over how quickly and politely the Altestani men cut his plans down with a few simple words.


  “My prince, what do you need of me? Should I kill them before they leave?” Heathen had not slept in days, watching the doors closely with such high profile ambassadors here. His back hunched more than normal for the old veteran killer of a minotaur. Johnas placed a hand on his horn, the one he had left, and tugged him close, then placing that hand on his reddish brown hide squeezing his shoulder.


  “I need to know the name of their galleon, where they hid it, which island, and what false flags they have presented.”


  “Done my lord. What else?”


  “I need to know where my uncle’s ship is docked, how far north does he wait for our men or try and make for Willborne to investigate?”


  “Done as well my prince. May I ask what for?” Heathen was edgy, no sleep does that to even the roughest minotaurs.


  “Our northern friends may get a bit of surprise for their disrespect and false pretenses of negotiation. My uncle the king, may be disturbed to know that an enemy vessel has crossed into Chazzrynn waters in an attempt to dock in Valhirst under false trade colors. After turning them away, I felt the need to contact the king I believe.”


  “My prince, Altestan would not be an enemy we care to have.” Heathen the red, his old wounds covering his entire body and face, had grown cautious compared to his former self.


  “Make sure Gregore' gets a good look at them, have him join the escort in secret. A good look at them from every angle, understood?” Johnas had webs spinning in his mind, preparing how to spin anything to his advantage. Using shapeshifters, dead ambassadors, the kingdom and the king, those works were that of a genius in the body of a murdering criminal on the throne of a prince. Johnas smiled, knowing he would profit even greater once he cut the middle men out of the arrangement. There was never a bad deal or negotiation, simply men who accepted loss, and Johnas was not one of them.


  



   


  Exodus I:VIII 


  Lazlette Hall, Vallakazz


  Saberrak awoke to the sound of blades against stone, sharpening stones, scraping up and down the long edges of a sword. He looked from his vantage point on the floor of the wizard’s chamber to see Azenairk cleaning and putting an edge to the elf’s curved longblade and matching smaller blade. “She got you taking care of her weapons already, dwarf?” the gray gladiator let out a yawn, stretching as he rose to his feet, and noticing his leg had been healed somewhere in the night.


  “My father raised us to keep our tools clean and ready at all times, horned one, I did yours an hour ago.” The priest pointed his finger to the polished and sharpened greataxe and bone straight blade on the rug next to him. “I have never seen craftsmanship the likes of these swords Saberrak, have you? They must be folded over hundreds of times and the balance and edge are perfect.”


  “A little small if you ask me, but I’ll trust your word on her highness’s weapons being worth a lot.” The horned warrior examined them for a moment and then lost interest. He felt trapped, tight, despite the large chamber he was in with room for twice as many as were here. The sense of recent freedom had exposed him to the realization that he did not care for enclosed spaces much, whether underground or above. He glanced at James, waking in the chair.


  “Where are the ladies at, gentlemen?” James Andellis spoke, eyes still shut, rousing body resisting the gray morning light that had flourished through the glass windows of the tower rooms.


  “They went to get provisions, said to stay here and keep quiet.” the dwarf kept admiring the elven weapons and began to polish from the edged tip to the leather wrapped handle.


  “Provisions for what? We leaving again?” Saberrak bent to gather his weapons and gear, not disappointed to hear for open spaces again.


  “Guess so, your scroll be something more than you thought or were told by the church. I overheard Gwenneth this morning talking with Lady Shinayne.”


  “Wait a moment. The women are planning where we go next? I have had quite enough running from city to city already now. I would like a rest and some wine for a week or so. This is getting to be a bit much. We should just hand the scroll over to the temple and…”


  “Get up and get moving!” the door opened and shut quickly, the prodigal wizard and the elven swordswoman rushing in the room as if they were being hunted this very moment. “There is no time, there has been an attack at the Temple of Golden Mercy. Assassins and strange faced elves, no doubt looking for you or your artifact.” Gwenneth Lazlette gathered a few wands, a staff, and was already dressed for cold weather. The elf grabbing her weapons from the dwarf at the same time, not noticing the fine polish upon them.


  “Wait a moment here, what is going on?” James stood up, body creaking, hand trembling from not having had wine for almost two days now.


  “Sir knight, we have little time, this scroll has to get to Kalzarius in Harlaheim. I have contacted him secretly and he will meet us at the docks with armed escort. His tower is under watch and threat from too many to meet us outside the city, but I assure you he is the only one we can trust who also has the ability to fully appraise the writings, the meaning, and the value of what you have found.” Gwenne was excited, exhausted from no sleep, yet full of energy and a sense of urgency that was a whirlwind of frantic movements and words.


  “Why can’t it stay here? Not that I like your city in the least, but just curious.” Saberrak grabbed the scroll from the table, rolling it up once again and placing it in his leather pack.


  “Because, hairy horned one, that same hunter that took Bedesh and cut James and I is here, along with dozens of others. We will not sleep well at night knowing they will raid every temple, every building, and murder anyone to find us. We have a better chance in the open to outrun them, and better yet on a ship on the open sea heading to the armed protection of Harlaheim.” Shinayne trusted in what she had seen from the Lady of Lazlette and knew also that these people were not ready to handle the cutthroat assassins that had infiltrated this arcane city. She could feel the danger and fear in Gwenne, that her people faced such men was weighing on the young noble wizard. Shinayne tried to keep to herself that she knew Lavress was heading north as well, and her hopes of crossing his path lay deep in her heart.


  “And just where are we going to find a ship to take us to Harlaheim?” James was not getting his things ready, unlike everyone else around him.


  “Valhirst.” Gwenne was holding back her long black hair, trying to decide which of her arcane texts to take with from the table covered in books.


  “Valhirst? Are you mad? That is leaving the lions den and stepping into the dragon’s lair! Where do you think half those men came from?”


  “The nearest port is three days east in Valhirst. We will charter a ship, do not worry about the coin. Lady Shinayne and I have plenty.”


  “I am not concerned about gold and platinum, my Lady Lazlette. My concern is for the neck above my shoulders and the daggers in my back from those that populate the most corrupt city in the south. I will be requiring a lot of wine to even consider…”


  “The trade caravan already has plenty, we will travel with cover on the main roads. We have all we need. Are you finished now?” Gwenne had heard enough, and knowing that trained killers hunted them was not a feeling she was accustomed to. She also feared her mother would be rising soon and did not want the confrontation of the real Lady of Lazlette, ruler of Vallakazz.


  “This is insane, why don’t we give the scroll to the priest at the temple in that letter, and alert the local captain of the guard to what is going….”


  Shinayne raised her hand, palm out, silencing the veteran warrior. “The priest of the temple was murdered early this morning and the city guard can not pin down the assassins. This city is a place of learning, James, not a fortress of war like where you and Saberrak were raised. More will die each night until they get that scroll.”


  “What is so important about that old stone relic then? I can’t understand why a bunch of parchment with prayers and hymns could cause this…” interrupted from his constant barrage of questions again, James was starting to pick up his sword and noticed that it too, had been polished.


  “It is important because of the rare magicks, blended powers, and age of the writing.” Gwenne was heading toward the door, all her necessary belongings together.


  “Then copy it or something, are the assassins working for a collector of some sort? Seriously, what could this…”


  “It has power that could be used by those that know how, and its author imbued it with well protected divine passages that I can not get to with my best efforts. Not in one night anyway.” Gwenneth was standing in the doorway watching the band of travelers and warriors finish their armaments.


  “It’s author? Some writer put secret messages in a scroll. And that is a reason to kill priests and hunt us down?” James was nearly ready, hands trembling, needing wine to settle his agitations.


  “Yes, since the author seems or pretends to be Annar, son of Megos, Annar the God of strength and brother of Alden. Yes, men will kill for that, James Andellis, many men will kill and wage war over that. A scroll of a God and divine history infused with unknown power, yes they will.” Her lip was trembling, excitement, danger, things she had craved and heard of yet never experienced. The doorway was like a stone wall, Gwenneth had to force herself through, the fear of the outside and terror of what could be waiting for her was a nearly physical force.


  “Annar, imprisoned by the devil himself, Shukuru, thousands of years ago for aiding his brother when…” James stopped, thinking of where the scroll came from according to the minotaur. He stared at the floor thinking of the man in the chains, the years that had passed. “Impossible and ludicrous.”


  “Perhaps, but it is beyond the skill of this academy and it is bringing danger here that we can not hold for long. We need to get it out of Vallakazz and to Kalzarius, for safety and for the truth of what it is and how it was written. Now, are you coming Sir Andellis, or staying here to argue by yourself?” Gwenneth Lazlette knew what she had researched, knew she was right, and was trying her best to keep from looking afraid in front of all these battle hardened strangers.


  “We? So the Lady of Lazlette is coming with, well that’s a bit reassuring. Very well, to our deaths in Valhirst then, I have nothing better to do.” resolved that having such a known wizard with them, and a supposed supply of wine, James let down his fight.


  Down the spiral stairs from the eighth floor of the west tower they went, passing by surprised and stunned students in transit, the minotaur ducking around the tight corners as they moved aside. The gray skies began to dwindle as breezy rays of winter sunshine pierced their way to the snow covered south. One by one, staying behind the lady of the academy, the five protectors of the scroll marched at brisk pace through Vallakazz determined to go from western point to the eastern gate.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Aelaine Lazlette walked faster, nearly running, and then realized that old Middir could not keep up such a pace. The Lady of the Lazlette Semanarium Arcanum, her black robes whipping in the cold gusts of the balcony, waited for her aging friend. Hithins, his white feathers blending with sky and snow covered ground below, circled above, waiting to swoop in behind his master. The vulture had been in trouble himself and covered Aelaine’s ambitious daughter many times, but this for certain, he could not get her out of.


  “The students stated that they saw a minotaur as well, Aelaine, and that early this morning Gwenneth emerged from Dasius’ chambers and crept back to her own with what looked like a stone scroll of sorts.” Middir, wise as he was, had not foreseen that Gwenne would take the matter into her own hands, not alerting anyone to the attack upon her last night and keeping them all hidden.


  “She was attacked by White Spider assassins, collected a powerful artifact of unknown origins from a group of strangers, snuck them into the academy and then broke into a professor’s chambers. Now she leaves the Semanarium grounds for the city, all without a word. My little prodigy will wish she were simply expelled by the time I am through with her.” the master of Lazlette felt an anger raising in her that only a disappointed mother could know of. Years of raising her alone, teaching her all she knew, allowing her to surpass and have access to the greatest academy of the arcane still in existence, and her daughter repays with such outrageous behaviors. The anger, the forefront of deep sadness and hurt, was what Aelaine had to show, as a woman in power and great responsibility could not show weakness or grief in moments like these. She kept walking toward the western tower, Middir barely keeping pace.


  “You go to her chambers, gather all you can from there. Hithins, alert Angeline to try and reach them by the east gate, track them either way. I will go to Dasius’ room and see what she was snooping for in there.” She went up the stairs to the ninth floor while Middir marched straight through the double wooden doors to the foyer of the eighth. Hithins turned gracefully, with a sqawk of acknowledgement to his mistress, and glided toward the southern tower where he knew Angeline rested.


  Middir pushed opened the door easily, as it was left unshut a crack already. That moment, he knew there was something amiss, for Gwenne was very private, very careful, and especially secretive. She would never leave her chambers open.


  “Domenarch Dasius, the scroll is not here master, but we did find several…” the man spoke, two others still rummaging through the torn apart chamber of the young wizard, his cloth black mask pulled up to the bridge of his nose. Staring at Middir, the assassin froze after a second glance, his hand slowly moving down his hip to the grip of his saber, it was not Dasius.


  “I was unaware Dasius of Caberra had such a title.” the old professor raised his staff and began an incantation just as the other two men drew weapons behind the one who had spoken. Their intent was obviously to silence this old man who had entered simply at the wrong time, and silence him quickly.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Lady Aelaine spoke the words of immaterial passage. “Telaim Tevastius Orr Minorrik” caused her body and entire person to pass through the gray stone corridor wall and then through the wooden door of Dasius’ chambers. The place was well organized as always, yet her arcane senses, already active, picked up a strong aura of divining magicks. They were not from a wizard, but an item in the sleeping quarters of the room. Lady Lazlette saw the door open and became solid once again by waving her hand and focusing on ending the enchantment upon herself, therefore allowing her to speak and be heard in the world. The high wizard of her own academy walked through the stone door, seeing Dasius, the bald head and gold earrings facing toward the wall away from her. He was frozen still though he must have been aware of her presence. Fingers upon a white marbles slab of arcane writing, its aura bright and visible to Aelaine who knew what the warlock mirror was. She strained, but could not see around the treacherous professor to make out all the writings in different colors and glows.


  “Aelaine Lazlette, you should have knocked.”


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The snow vulture landed on the second floor window sill on the southern side of the south tower. He pressed his curved beak against the glass, the window opening into Angeline’s room and letting some warmth escape. Hithins shook off his feathers as he hopped onto the back of the wooden chair in the quiet room. The vulture peered around, empty, always empty save a very small potted tree in the middle of a round green carpet decorated with leaf designs on the gray stone floor. Hithins walked over to the tree, looking down at the miniature plant, and over to the silent woman posed cross-legged deep in meditation. Her red hair was tinted with blonde, curls and braids resting down over her shoulders like a statue. He followed the hair down over her faded green robes and garments, the shining steel plate guards on her arms and legs, and the hand-and-a-half sword that balanced on her knees. The brown leather wrap was faded and the blade etched with strange designs and war marks. Her chainmail was hidden under robes that held the decorations of trees and leaves and a circle of woven roots. The snow vulture admired her perfect posture, her breathing, and whatever she was doing or praying for seemed to instill peace and relaxation throughout the entire chamber, a chamber that held a bed and this rug with a tree, all very simple.


  Her eyes opened, blue and dark, like just from sleep or coming in from the night. She stared at the servant bird of the High Wizard of the academy and Hithins backed up a few steps, feeling awkward for interrupting something that seemed deeply private and spiritual.


  “Lady Angeline, Middir and Lady Aelaine are deeply concerned with Gwenneth and danger she may have placed herself into….” his voice stopped, responses entering his head with a voice not his own.


  “I am aware. I will meet with Captain Shilde at the eastern gate, thank you Hithins.” her mouth did not move, her eyes did not blink, yet small smile cracked her face and warmed the vulture mentally.


  “How did you do that?” Hithins was always curious about the arcane and paid much more attention to the study than anyone knew. He spoke aloud, not able to duplicate his thoughts into words as she could.


  “Do not be concerned. You wished to speak, to pass on information, and you have.” Angeline Berren rose to her feet, sheathed her weapon and closed the window. “Tell your master I will find her daughter.” again her voice a mere soft tone of gentle peace and security in his head.


  The strange bodyguard, beautiful and silent, opened the door allowing the snow bird to fly out into the cold and marched west through alleys and sidestreets, watching rooftops and shadows from the winter sun. Angeline could sense eyes upon her, upon the city, eyes that were neither friendly nor helpful. She said a silent prayer to herself, for the powers that be to grant her the path she must follow to help those that were in need and to keep her aware of all that moved. Her boots turned down the quickest route possible to the eastern side of Vallakazz guided by something other than herself.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The hood of his cloak hid his features from the common folk at least. The Silverwand Tavern never closed and Kendari had managed a few hours rest sitting at the table. Three men of the White Spider on the other side of the dingy smoke filled dining room, watching him for movement in the morning light. The Nadderi knew that many more waited on rooftops and various vantage points here on the eastern edge of the merchant district, and three waited for him as well. They wanted him in an alley, out of sight, in the latrine, anywhere they could kill him or at least keep him from interfering. The cursed swordsman waited, played with them, and sat it out for almost eight hours now. His fatigue fading, his resting elven body and mind could go much longer without sleep and rejuvenate sitting at a table, while these human assassins were getting tired and restless. Kendari assumed the importance of whatever was going to pass through the east, and who was carrying it, outweighed their dire need of sleep. Should an attack happen in the populated city in broad daylight, the guard would be here en masse, with several wizards of Vallakazz. He knew it, they knew it. So they waited, knowing who each other was, those around them having no idea these men could draw blades and kill each other any moment. The fat barmaids, oily skin and musky hair, kept refilling water and root teas. The old bartender behind the counter polished and cooked some morning breads and meats, and customers came and went to their busy morning agendas. The four killers sat and watched each other, and for a group of targets to pass down their direction. Each head hung low, each had arms crossed on the warped and worn oak tables, each had a hand on a weapon under the table and each was ready to spring at the first sign of motion. Yet only the Nadderi elf was calm and without the slightest bit of fear in his eyes.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Gwenneth marched ahead, past the Inn of the Floating Fairy, a six story stone building that towered over this side of the city, and eastward into the merchant quarters that had just finished opening their doors and carts. The city streets of the arcane community were drifted over with small hills of snow in the morning glare. Hundreds upon hundreds swept their doorways free of the snow, muddled about, gathered in discussion of the daily rumormill, and turned to stare at the seven and a half foot horned minotaur with the group of hustling travelers. Elves came and went, dwarves traded here once in awhile, knights of Southwind passed through, and wizards were common, but this monster with his brutal countenance and fearsome composure drew attention in a city of learning such as Vallakazz.


  Shinayne looked south and north, noticing the attention from the locals and shifting shadows in the windows, slight movements on rooftops and hidden forms in the sidestreets. Her hands went to her hilts and she turned to nod at James Andellis behind her. Squinting in the rising western sun, he tried to look and spot what she was suspicious of, but the veteran warrior saw nothing. Her elven senses noticed things that a tired human could not pick up as easily. Simple looks, figures out of place, movements that did not coincide with a merchant quarter, weapons behind robes early on a peaceful morning, and stillness from dark clad men trying not to look at the elf or her friends. Shinayne T’Sarrin noticed them all, almost all.


  “This is a trap Gwenneth, I have spotted at least twenty that watch us. How much further?” her blades half out of the scabbards, her body poised and ready for an ambush any moment as she followed.


  “Half mile. Maybe more. Are you certain they are here for us?” Gwenneth was breathing hard, the cold air rushing in, stealing the strength from her chest.


  “I see nothing, just common folk staring at Saberrak. I think you are just nervous, elf.” James tried holding his hands over his eyes, peering for something to stand out besides the glare, revealing his obvious search.


  “I see nothing, but I can feel something coming. Put your hand down Andellis. Don’t give them reason to think we are suspicious.” the minotaur nodded to a young woman and her child by a kiosk that had rare silks and canned meats, receiving a gasp from the mother and a pointing finger from the little boy.


  “Vundren protect us, keep us from harms way this morning. Let those unjust around us be silenced in word and deed.” Azenairk prayed as he plodded along bringing up the rear.


  “Don’t worry him dwarf, I can silence them fine on my own. I would prefer if God had them make a little noise.” Saberrak snorted back, his hand on the handle of his greataxe, trusting the heavy steel more than any dwarven prayer.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The old plump wizard cast another arcane blast of blue force from his staff. “Evishra!” this time the energy taking a concentrated shape like that of a spear, and bursting out the aimed tip of the wooden shaft. The assassin of the White Spider tried to dive to his left, yet the shimmering bolt of magic ripped through his hip, shredding his clothes and flesh, painting the wall behind him red. His body hit the floor, spinning and through the air, then rolled behind the furniture screaming through his mask. The other two, sabers out, charged Middir from each side. They sprang over the upturned chambers of Gwenne Lazlette and ran toward the open door where the old professor stood.


  “Veabora!” the door shut, and locked with a quick notation of arcane study, but Middir knew that would only buy him a moment. He backed up to the corridor wall and began to wave his fingers and raise his staff. “Herfinul Gelenius Mour mamour Linvimour!”Middir pointed staff and hand at the opening door, directing the magical energies he pulled through his body. Three pillars of white light appeared from ceiling to floor, thin as string, but deadly cold, directly in front of the door. The assassins kept their pursuit, opening the door, not noticing the faint energy of the arcane cold that they ran through. A faint hum, then another, both men fell to the ground. One had ran through the middle of his body, from head to groin, burned by unearthly cold that blistered his flesh and stopped his organs as if instantly cased in ice. The other lay screaming and moaning, the right side of his body having passed through the arcane spell, rendering his arm and leg useless and frozen, the bones shattered on the inside from intense cold. Middir knew he would not survive long, as the frozen blood and bone marrow would kill him within minutes as his body warmed. Frostburn through his clothing and leather armor, this man had little time to answer questions.


  “Young man, tell me what you are doing here. You have just a few moments to set things right.” Middir of Kivanis kicked the saber out of the useless hand, and knelt next to the dying man. He began to twitch, and his left hand reached for the dagger on his side, despite the obvious fact his body was failing. Middir stood up, shaking his head, watching the dying man, one quarter his age or so, attempt to retain his honor and secrecy and kill this wizard before him. Middir waved his hand, concentrating on the primordial cold rays that lay still around the assassin, and directed them across his body. He died instantly and the spell vanished. The old professor stepped back from the two men, flesh frozen and burned from his magicks, and looked into the room of Gwenneth Lazlette. He could see a still pool of blood from the first man, and saw that the legs were not moving. He resigned that that one bled to death and that no more assassins would be jumping at him in his old age. His back rested against the hallway, and he scratched his beard, in effort to help his mind get active in figuring out what this was all about and how they had gotten in to begin with. He let out a sigh, and then the wall shook behind him. Then again, and the sound of breaking glass and explosions followed, the blasts originated from above him on the ninth floor. “Aelaine!”


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Dasius had the clenched look of anger and eyes aglare with confidence as he magically spun another chair into the air, it crashing to splinters above the High Wizards head. His bleached wooden staff alive with green glowing runes of arcane power flashed once more, sending a spray of yellow acidic mist at her.


  “Kuanithu!” water sprang from her hand, hot and steaming, meeting the yellow arcane mist in mid room and stopping the attack as sizzling steam fell to the disintegrating table between them. Aelaine retorted, her black wand pointed at the bald Caberran professor. “Fiyuni prenontius!” her voice and red glowing arcane device commanding the deteriorating table to flip over and the wood to splinter. Hundreds of sharpened wedges exploded into the air guided at Dasius from the former piece of furniture, hurled with magical speed and accuracy. He turned his body sideways and motioned his hand from the ground up, a small sparkle of glamour appearing in a line in front of him. As the sharpened shards came to impact, they all turned aside from the arcane shield, shattering on the wall behind him on the left and right.


  “Novice at best, Lazlette.” Dasius pointed his index, thumb, and smallest finger at the High Wizard, and compressed arcane energies into an orb of vibrating flame and light. “Tersuun!” the orb spun and swirled through the room in a confusing pattern, growing as large as a boulder and veering toward Aelaine. The orange flaming burst went right through the wall next to the broken windows, exploding in flame and stone. Dasius smiled for a moment, and then turned to his right, hearing arcane dialect whispered in that direction. He saw her materialize into solid form again, having just vanished from one spot to another right before the collision that should have been her demise.


  “Orhintian tinhiras!” she waved her hand and squeezed her fist shut while pointing at the ground. Black electric shadows pulled from real shadow formed a writhing mass of crackling serpents that grew closer to the turncoat wizard Dasius. He lowered his palm facing the floor, and levitated into the air effortlessly, safely out of reach from the lunging shadows commanded by Aelaine.


  Black robes whipping on his body from the abnormal breeze of a missing section of wall in his chambers, the Caberran wizard put both hands on the glowing staff and chanted, eyes fixed on his enemy. “Julonisys afius kionias!” three pulsing spheres of red energy, dripping with foul corrosive liquid that burned the stone floor, hovered and slowly moved toward Lady Lazlette. His concentration keeping them safe from counter attack or dispelling magicks, Dasius would have her on the run. She tried, wand pointed at the pulsing spheres of flesh melting energy, yet their slow movements could not be swayed from the force behind them, absorbing any magic directed toward them.


  Aelaine stepped toward the broken wall, her only escape, and pointed two fingers at the ceiling above her opponent. “Nivili bravool!” and lightning arced from her fingertips through the stone above his head, chunks of stone falling in line as the bolts traced their way toward Dasius. The pulsating red orbs kept the steady follow of Aelaine, getting closer each moment. They stopped and hovered as the bald professor held up his hand, catching the lightning arc, seemingly absorbing it with little pain. “Hilian Vahilianus!” she whisked her black wood wand in front of her body, a clear wall of arcane force now between her and the red spheres determined to reach her.


  “You know better than that now Aelaine. Nothing can stop Tridian Blood Spheres, not for long.” Dasius pushed the staff forward, concentrating on them breaking her wall. Screeching, crackling, ear piercing disintegration filled the room as the three crimson orbs began to work their way through the magical barrier. Aelaine looked behind her, at the drop from the ruined wall, and prepared to levitate into the open air. The door opened as she stepped from the edge in levitation a hundred or more feet above the ground.


  “Dasius of Caberra, how disappointing.” Middir stepped into the ruined chamber with a look of resolve, his plain oak staff glowing blue with swirling arcane shadows. “How much did they pay you for your treachery, old friend?”


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The entourage was moving quickly, trying to keep pace with Captain Kendrynn Shilde and the silent bodyguard, Angeline Berren. The captain, his short dark hair and stubble contrasting his pale morning skin tone, watched the woman beside him. Kendrynn knew that speaking to this woman was a waste of time for she never spoke to anyone. He and the Vallakazz guard had many a night discussing her beauty and contemplating aloud, with much ale, what the reason for her silence could be. She even moved quietly compared to his greaves and steel plate armor clanking upon the cobblestone path they hurried down. Despite the unanswered rumors, Captain Shilde knew this woman could hold her own better than any of his men and the thirty soldiers following were also aware. Angeline was known for her prowess with a blade and some form of strange gifts that made her extremely formidable in combat. Kendrynn in his mid thirties, imagined Angeline few years younger, with fewer scars from what he had seen, at least fewer on the outside, and smiled acknowledging his interest.


  Cold air blew in her hair, refreshing her thoughts. Angeline turned the corner to the right, heading onto the main eastern merchant road known as Candelabra Street. No Gwenneth, but she sensed plenty of adversaries on the wind, their tight streamlined thoughts of killing on the breeze. Only those trained to listen and feel in such a manner would even have an inclination as to something out of the ordinary. Looking down the road the silent guardian noticed nothing askew at the gate and she knew then that they had not passed through. Her shortcut through backstreets had placed the city guard and herself far ahead of the High Wizards daughter and Angeline turned and stared at the captain. Her eyes met his for a moment or three, the men stopping abruptly behind them. Her arm reached out and pointed to the two jewelry stores and up to their balconies and rooftops of the flats above, then to the Red Robe Tavern. She drew her blade and marched toward the house of ale and spirits without a word.


  “You heard her men! Ten of you to the southern side with Angeline, the rest with me to the northern side of the street. Give me a thorough search of the second and thirds above Ollfir’s and Bransken’s. Let’s move!” the men split up, never questioning their captain, and scrambled up alley stairs and walkways between the old stone buildings of the packed eastern edge of Vallakazz. The captain of the city guard drew his broad sword, put his shield to the ready, his purple cape blowing behind him, and followed his men straight ahead. Kendrynn saw bolts, half a dozen quick streaks of shadow from the roof top above the jeweler’s fine business. “Take cover! “ too late as three of his men dropped clutching their chests. His remaining men, shields up and blades drawn, rushed to conceal themselves at the side of the building and the front, backs against the walls and windows. More ammunition fired from the balconies, this time aimed at the captain, four bolts lodging in his round steel shield and several more glancing off as he knelt behind it. “Up the stairs, rooftops, now!”


  Angeline raced up the stairs that led to the second story of the tavern, leading her men to the top of building. She ducked and dodged with her shoulders and hips in unison as a hail of crossbow bolts flashed her direction. Taking cover from the railings and beams for a second, then darting and diving forward to a wooden scaffold on the balcony, she avoided every deadly shot. Concentrating on the air at her feet, she lifted with amazing speed from the second floor balcony to the stone slatted roof, face to face with five masked archers all reloading as fast as humanly possible. The men charged behind her on foot, now reaching the balcony, and the sounds of blade on shield rang through the city streets below along with shouts and screams of the citizens in the busy district who found themselves in the midst of morning battle. Knowing the second floor had the soldiers occupied with swordwork, Angeline stepped forward on the roof alone, staring at the stone slats, thinking of frost and ice from the clouds in the distance. Crisp sounds of popping and freezing echoed faintly from the roof as the archers aimed at the silent woman. Five bolts fired at her chest, the first two she avoided by turning sideways, whisking past her into the adjacent building’s wall. The third and fourth cut in half with a single cross cut of her bastard sword, and the fifth skimmed her hairline on the left side of her head and drew blood from her ear. Each man drew his saber, two of them producing off hand daggers as well. The slick rooftop did its work, two men falling to a knee and holding on for their lives, surprised by the change in footing. Another charged halfway to her and slid off the slanted rooftop, falling thirty feet to the ground with a muffled yell and a bone breaking impact on the cobblestone street below. Angeline Berren walked slowly and cautiously forward, blade out toward the four remaining White Spider assassins.
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  The small tea table flew at the cursed swordsman, hurled end over end by the young mercenary in front of him, as did a chair from the one behind him. He ducked under them both, the furniture crashing together and falling atop a guest’s morning sausage and tea. The patrons scattered to the corners and kitchen of the Silverwand Tavern, one moment entranced by the upstart commotion from the Red Robe Tavern across the street, the next they were in the middle of a breakfast brawl that came from nowhere, right beside them.


  Kendari drew Shiver, keeping his off hand free in the cramped little room of tables and chairs afly at him. Patrons scattering from outside in, city guard covering themselves from archers on rooftops, and guests inside were trying to get out. Two sabers loosed from scabbards to his front, and another was chair flung over his shoulder from behind, missing by inches from the hulking assassin placed by the rear exit of the Silverwand Tavern. The Nadderi elf found himself in another tight place, outnumbered as usual. He hopped onto one of the small tea tables, screams of attack and war issuing from Vallakazians all around the building as the doors opened and closed, Kendari knew it was a matter of few moments before city guard took charge of this building also. His silent boots leapt from one table to another and somersaulted over the young swordsmen clad in black, landing behind them. His face and black spiral vein markings now apparent from the cloak falling back off his face, the elf grinned his pointy eared smile at the masked youths. “Why do you all wear black, if you work for the White Spider?”


  One lunge high, one came low and to the left, Kendari parried the attacks, yet the blonde haired assassin on the left withdrew his blade at the last second, and attacked high with a flash of his wrist. The elven killer barely got Shiver up in time, his crosspiece catching the blade in high parry above his face, and the boy pressed, placing two hands on the grip. “Amazing, one of you was trained how to feint.” his sarcasm and ego forcing the smile to remain, despite the other mercenary preparing to run him through from his rigidly held position. Kendari turned his body left, but the blade right, metal edges sliding across one another and his into the young assassins face, cutting him from nose through ear, burning the flesh with searing heat slowly and deep as his scream ripped through the mask. He did not like dirty swordplay, but the men here were reckless, tired, and strong. He realized that they would do anything to kill him here. The second assassin cut again at the Nadderi’s chest, was parried downward, and attacked again a little higher with an angled slash toward the neck, Shiver met the blade halfway, beat the saber blade down quickly, and turned cross the mans chest and back again. Two sizzling gashes through the neck and shoulder dropped the assassin to his knees holding his burned and bleeding wounds. The cursed elf drew his other longsword, grip reversed, from his right hip, turning to the right, steps in small perfect circles keeping pace with his enemy’s attacks and his own. Despite the boy’s horrid facial wound, he took no chances with the trained youth and plunged his left hand edge into the exposed back of the crouching blonde haired assassin with downward force and a deadly reverse grip killing the boy instantly while he kept stare with the third agent.


  Puddles of blood at his feet, the third assassin, unarmed but standing a foot taller than the elf and nearly doubling his weight, stepped forward. He looked at the Nadderi with hate in his dark eyes, older, the telltale facial hair and wrinkles by those hating eyes told Kendari that this man was a veteran. A table hit him in the enchanted crossed bracers, shattering from the impact and knocking the elf back a foot. Covering his front with forearms and blades, he had nowhere to go but forward. A chair this time, at his abdomen, Kendari sidestepped the hurled wooden projectile and deflected it with his blades. The beast of a human man picked up another chair, stepping forward to put his body with his strength, hoping to knock the elf down with the force of the throw. The swordsman stepped up on the table in front of him, leaping into the air, barely over the chair that whisked through the tavern, and planted the tip of his off hand sword into the collarbone of his massive attacker and down through his chest. Leaving the weapon lodged in him, Kendari turned, having landed behind the man, spinning on his heels and cut Shiver’s edge through the ribs and up under the arm. Blood sprayed and seared with the heat from the enchanted weapon and the elf kicked his lower back forcing the dying hulk down face first into the floor. He drew Shiver up in the air, placed two hands on the hilt, turned it downward and plunged the blade through the assassin, wood planking of the floor splintering as the blade pierced it. Kendari removed his other longsword from the mans shoulder, wiping the blades clean off on the dead mans cloak. He looked up, seeing frightened stares from the few that remained cramped in the kitchen, and nodded a deep bow, pulled up his hood and made out the rear door to the northern side of Candelabra street.


  He heard the city guards battling above him, heard explosions faintly in the distance of the academy, yet he kept moving. Through shadows the buildings produced in the low morning sun, he silently and quickly made for the northern gate. His face and description obviously known by too many here in Vallakazz, Kendari made for the city walls and the open wilderness. Staying here, he thought, would only prove troublesome to what he wanted to attain. Taking it in the night, away from a hundred active prying eyes armed with blades would be much easier. He went to meet with the trolls of Salah-Cam and instruct them on the changes to the plan. He supposedly had plenty of allies waiting on the wooded trails, just not allies that could be easily entered into a civilized city such as this. He had enough to handle the White Spider as they made with or without the books or the scroll. They would return, or surely try, to Valhirst in the east. If the highborne elven woman and her friends made it out with it, all the better. Whichever the case, Kendari would be there waiting. All he had to do was get out of the city, in broad daylight, unnoticed.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  James hurried, shield over his head as crossbow bolts rained toward him from the rooftops. His skidded in the snow as he rounded the corner behind Azenairk. “This is getting a tad on the dangerous side. Archers on roofs, battles in the streets and taverns, explosions from magical fire back at the academy, murders in the temple, and all before my first meal. I am not sure Vallakazz is a good fit for me.” Dealing with his insecurity in a strange city he could barely recall from drunken travels, James feigned some humor and a laugh. His hands shaking a slight tremble, needing his wine desperately, his stomach wanting to release whatever bile was in there to make room for what he hoped was on the caravan. He prayed they reached it before assassins cut them down. For James, sobering up to this reality was like a bad dream come true, yet here he may actually die.


  Covered for the moment in a sidestreet off main Candelabra, the five fugitives caught their breath from the recent dash across the merchant district. Saberrak dropped the dead body he had been using as a shield. One of the assassins had lunged at him in the flight and ended up catching more than ten crossbow bolts for the minotaur, unwillingly. The body hit the cobblestone with a thud, and Saberrak the gray sighed seeing the dead end alley. “How far to the gate, and how many will be there?”


  “City guard, maybe ten. It’s around the corner here and down four blocks back on Vanish street.” Gwenneth was catching her breath as it had many years since she had ran anywhere, so many years.


  Shinayne crept up to the corner, peering around to her right, seeing the eastern gate in the distance, hearing the sounds of city guard hunting and fighting in the buildings to her left. “There are more than twenty at the gate and past that on the bridge, half that in archers above the gate house on the wall walk. With thirty men to cover us, we should just make for the gate, Lady Gwenneth.”


  Azenairk walked toward the elf, ducking a crossbow bolt from the street that had deflected off a shield. “Lady Lazlette, your men stand guard at the gate, can we just signal them here and be escorted? It would be much easier than all this sneaking around in your city, avoiding…..” he stopped, the last Thalanaxe thinking on his words, deeply putting an order to questions he had just felt the answer to. “You are not Lady Lazlette of Vallakazz, High Wizard of the academy, are you Gwenne?”


  “These men would take her orders if she were.” James stated, holding his stomach.


  “I say we call for them, Gwenneth call your men.” Saberrak huffed at the black robed woman.


  “Of course she is, no one else could have gotten us into the academy and discerned all the information on that scroll. Why are you accusing her?” the elf stood defensively in front of the wizard, glaring at the men before her. “How would she know to meet us, what we had, she was written of in the letter that several men died for!? At a time like this, you men seek to question her, after all her help to keep us….”


  “I am not the Lady Lazlette, High Wizard of the Arcanum Semanarium and ruler of Vallakazz. I am her daughter.” Gwenne held her chin up, wanting to keep dignity in the face of dishonesty and disappointment to these brave travelers.


  “Excellent! Pinned down, hunted, people dying, and we are with the child of who we are supposed to be with. This morning gets more interesting by the moment.” The veteran knight peered around the left corner, watching city guard entering doors and raiding the floors of structures searching for mercenaries. The battles continued to spread. “Now what?” James also wondered if the city guard would be looking for them.


  “You had better explain quickly, Lazlette, my axe has little patience for deception.” Saberrak glared at the young woman while smelling the air for enemies.


  “If you take that scroll to my mother, a host of wizards, professors, bishops, and many opinions will arise. You will not know who to trust, what their motives are, or when someone will try and take it. I told you what I learned of it, no one here could decipher more, and if it stays here there will be more of this.” She pointed her finger toward the street still echoing the sounds of battle. “It needs to leave here, quietly, and get to Kalzarius of Harlaheim to the northeast, there is no safer place. If it is what I think it may be, the hunt will never end until we are locked in the tower of the most powerful wizard on Agara, or dead. You need to trust me.” Gwenneth felt confidant in her knowledge and decision, yet fearful of the danger that already surrounded them. She was not sure if they would trust her, despite that what she expressed was the truth, mostly the truth. The prodigal daughter felt strongly that divine magicks beyond the scope of any mortal vessel could have imbued that scroll with such power, power that she had no idea how to ascertain or explain to those not schooled long years in her art. Had Gwenneth also mentioned she saw visions of a chained man writing the scroll with his fingernails and blood in a dark cavern while she read the items past, they would probably believe her even less. Gwenneth was certain the this indeed was the scroll of Annar, an unknown relic created by a God lost for thousands of years and held his power. She did her best to keep secret her anxiousness to be a part of something important, to not let out her desires to leave Vallakazz and see some other part of the world, or at least the kingdom. Her contact with Kalzarius true, but her hidden motives of escaping her home had to be kept to herself.


  “And the gate?” Saberrak was bending, but wanted more answers.


  “They will stop me, stop us, and my mother will have the captain of the guard bring us back to the academy.”


  “How did you plan to get out then, since the gate is closed and guarded?”


  “Usually there are half those guards. I did not expect a battle early in the morning. These things never happen in Vallakazz much, trust me, I have lived here all my life minotaur.”


  “Suggestions before I wade into the streets and cut my way out of your city?”


  “We head down around this corner back to the west, take Hedge Road south to Carrados Street, and out the south gate instead.” Gwenneth hoped there were less guards there due to the attention pulled to the northeast end of the city.


  “Shinayne, James, Azenairk?” Saberrak looked at his companions, and then back at Gwenneth.


  “Agreed.” The elf glanced back, wanting to get out of the alley before they were followed and cornered.


  “Sounds to me a bit risky, but God will protect me and guide me on the long road. I’m with you.” The priest hefted his warhammer onto his shoulder.


  “Just get me to the caravan with the wine and out of this place.” James ran his fingers through his hair, and then picked up his round Chazzrynn shield, noting the tick marks carved in the back of it. Ninety eight carved scratches, thirteen years of killing ogre, and here he was in an alley with a priest, a minotaur, an elf, and a wizard. He looked to the bright winter sky, wondering if Alden had been playing him a cruel joke. Not hearing an answer, James smiled and strapped tight his shield.


  “You lead Lazlette. Shinayne stay out to the left side, James bring up the rear. Azenairk and I will stay behind the wizard and watch the right and the rooftops. This time, we go through the gate, one way or the other.” Saberrak the gray sensed some tension, smelled some fear dripping in the sweat of his allies, almost all of them. The elf never seemed to have or show fear, which raised his curiosity and respect for the pointy eared maiden. He knew it was his time to take charge of the plans, and time to execute them and escape this trap of a city, fear or no fear.
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  Middir’s staff glowed with bright blue illumination, humming and trembling in his hands as he magically held one of the crimson orbs of vile energy in place five feet in front of him. His arcane experience had taught him that prolonged pressure on another wizards spell would not end it, but could break the concentration of the opposing arcane assailant. Aelaine had been doing the same while levitating outside the tower from the destroyed section of stone wall. The third sphere of molten energy had nearly finished its disintegration through the High Wizard’s screen of magical energy, the sizzling and popping noises mirrored with flashes of red and teal sparks as the enchantment began to break. Neither wizard dared stop their focus on the orbs, but neither could hold back a third. Something had to give, or the magic would be burning through their black robes and flesh very soon.


  Dasius was covered in sweat from the top of his head running down his tan face, held his palms out, forcing arcane power through him and guiding his Tridian Orbs spell toward his enemies. His concentration solid, eyes focused, forcing the deadly summoned spheres through the efforts of the two before him. His thoughts strayed to what he would do after they were dead. High Wizard Dasius sounded good, but the name of the academy, and its directorate, would have to take on anew. The Binnindriz Semanarium Arcanum had a fine sound, smile creaking across his face as the orbs inched closer toward their victims. “Vallakazz needs a new lord and master, you both have held this academy too sheltered for far too long. My people have many plans for this city, and unfortunately, you are not part of it!”


  The gray hair on Aelaine’s head whooshed over her face, the wind picking up briskly as something rushed by at great speed, missing her head by inches. A white snow vulture swooped into the side of the ninth floor, diving and turning past the blasted and scorched stone and veering left around the cascading and crumbling magical barrier. Diving with purpose and poise again to the right toward the hovering Caberran traitor, Hithins crashed into Dasius’ face, white feathers scattering around the wizard. Sparking shadowy tendrils from Aelaine’s previous enchantment reached upward, grabbing and consuming dropped feathers as they fell, smoldering them in electricity. The white vulture raked and pecked, squawking and drew blood from the traitorous professor’s bald head, and tore one ear to shreds as his talon caught the hoop earring.


  Dasius yelled in anger, grabbed the bird that was scarring his face and threw it to the ground. “Damn avian demon!”


  Aelaine did not hesitate, knowing the distraction gave her a moment to stop concentrating on the deadly orb, and waved her hand, “Silmirithan!” the energy maintaining the shadowy tendrils about to grab her loyal vulture disappeared, dismissed to nothingness.


  Middir thrust his glowing staff forward, hurling one of the orbs now free of concentration of his enemy, toward Dasius. Another began swirling toward the corrupt wizard, driven by Aelaine’s guiding hand, and the third merely sat and pulsed with red molten energy as the arcane barrier vanished. The two orbs nearly reached their summoner, and at the last moment Dasius clapped his hands together, concentrated all his anger and energy. Too late, he failed in only bringing them together in front of him. The explosion of the two orbs making contact with another sent waves of thundering force thought the room, knocking both Middir and Dasius to the ground and burning the Caberran man’s face and hands. The third orb, guided by both Middir and Aelaine simultaneously, sped incredible, burning through the maple desk Dasius had fallen behind. Incinerating a hole through it, the crimson sphere hurled out the other side, and through the elbow of the wizard, his forearm falling to the ground as he screamed out in horror.


  “It is over, Dasius! Stand down your staff! This need not go any further.” Aelaine glanced at Hithins, seeing him get to flight and take post on a shelf in the back of the room, shaking off the blast and his injuries. “Thank you Hithins, my brave friend.”


  Dasius of Caberra stood, and fell down, his leg broken from the fall from the levitation when the orbs exploded. His right arm seared off at the elbow, he leaned on the staff with his left hand, and pulled himself to his feet. Blood ran down claw marks on his burned and blackened face with splinters of wood protruding, his ear ripped in two, the lobe hanging like dead flesh stuck to his neck with bloody soot. He faced both the High Wizard and the old professor, their arcane weapons pointed at him, waiting for him to make a gesture, a sound, or anything to give them reason to unleash their magicks upon him. “This will go much further, just not today! Erelian dors reluthes!” as he spoke the words, a bolt of white flame erupted from Aelaine’s palm, along with an arcing blue rip of lightning from the fingers of Middir, too late. The spells pierced through shadow only, impacting on the stone wall behind where the wizard was a moment earlier. The wall cracked and scorched, the foundation of the very chamber moaned with weakness and injury.


  Aelaine Lazlette hovered back into the chamber, meeting old Middir in the middle of the destruction. “Perfect timing, but the traitor lives to haunt us and he erased the writings on the warlock mirror he was hiding.” Lady Lazlette pointed to the smooth glowing white and black marble slabs on the wall. “We have no idea who he was communicating with, who he is working for.”


  “”Doubtful we will see him soon my lady, his injuries are severe. Gwenneth surely knows something, lest she would not have snuck in here and left so abruptly. She will provide the missing pieces we need when she arrives.” Middir looked down at the disembodied hand of Dasius to the scorch marks covering the back of the chamber.


  “Hithins, has my daughter been held at the eastern gate?”


  “Lady Aelaine, Gwenneth never approached the eastern gate, but captain Shilde and his men had it reinforced well. Angeline and the captain met heavy attacks in the merchant district, a battle that is near its end now. But no sign of your daughter of her companions, they must have found another way out, my lady.” Hithins picked at his feathers, removing ones that were burned or bent from injury with his curved white beak.


  “Hithins, find my daughter. Search the skies to the east. Find her before our enemies do.” The command was calm, but arcane bonds of old magicks compelled the snow vulture to do so. He flew off through the ruined wall of the ninth floor of the academy with a squawk.


  The old professor placed his hand on Aelaine’s shoulder, “We will find Gwenneth before anyone else Aelaine, you know that.”


  “I hope so Middir, I hope so.”
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  Angeline Berren ducked under the high slashing crosscuts of the assassin, the only one remaining on the rooftop. Despite watching his fellow murderers fall to their deaths from the ice she created and her deadly blade, this one pushed on. Humming in her silence, a constant hum that came from her chest as she carefully backed up, the silent beauty of a warrior spoke with the sky for any assistance it might have. She cut upward with both hands at the black masked mercenary, his saber and dagger coming together to block the attack. He riposted quick with the dagger toward her throat, which she deflected with an upward stroke of the bastard sword, then came the saber, a thrust aimed into her abdomen. She turned sideways, balancing cautiously on the peak of the slanted stone roof covered in ice. Her elbow thrust out, cracking across the man’s chin with her body weight behind it, knocking him back a step.


  “Lil whore with a blade, eh? Just relax and let mebe fixin’ yer worries then.”


  She backed up as well, giving distance between the two, which was to Angeline’s advantage with the reach of her weapon. She had wanted to retort, but her vow would not allow it. The gray and white motion caught her eye from the corner, as a flock of diving pigeons railed into the White Spider assassin, throwing him off balance as they swarmed his upper body and head. Cooing and fluttering in the commotion, countless birds scratching and poking with sharp beaks and clawed feet. Assisting for only a moment in the cold winter sun, the birds continued their journey through the city skies, leaving an outraged killer, fighting to regain his composure.


  She wasted no time, stepping in and cutting down from a high guard, his saber and dagger once again parrying the attack. Her hard boot heel kicked out into his stomach, releasing his pent frustration and doubling the assassin over. His blades went out, half an expected parry or weakened reflexive balancing act. Angeline’s hand-and-a-half sword chopped down, a sweeping cut that knocked the saber blade and disarmed the dagger from his hand. Her knee went up hard as she stepped in, making direct contact with his jaw again, sending him careening down the slanted icy roof and falling to the hard cold street below. The silent warrior sheathed her sword and walked off the edge, the wind letting her float down gently. Her boots touched down next to five broken bodies, two of them still alive and groaning in agonies of shattered bones.


  The guards that had followed her up came rushing down the stairs, two of them with a masked assailant bound and bloody. Captain Kendrynn Shilde, holding his right forearm, marched the middle of Candelabra street with twelve of his twenty behind him, his breastplate cut and bloodied from the men he had killed. He looked to the heavy guard he had posted at the eastern gate, the gate that was still quiet several hundred feet away. He looked to Angeline, the guards approaching behind her, and did a quick count of hers and his own.


  “We lost ten men here, lost ten taking on well over thirty. White Spider agents for certain. Most likely from Valhirst. We have one prisoner?” Kendrynn looked to Angeline for a response, one he assumed he would not get. She looked at him, then to the writhing men on the cold cobblestone behind her, then to the two bound being walked toward them.


  “Very well, two prisoners and two sets of broken bones, well done. Well done. No daughter of Lady Lazlette to the eastern gate, eh?”


  Angeline could not speak, her vow would not allow it until Middir had relieved her of it and had forgiven her. She shook her head from side to side, answering a visual no, and started looking around the merchant quarter as shopkeepers and commoners began to emerge once again from the morning battle. She saw nothing, not a sign of the killer she met in the temple nor the group of travelers that Gwenneth had snuck in the academy. Plenty of assassins waiting for them, and many that knew, or thought they knew, where Aelaine’s daughter would be heading this morning. Angeline gave a deep bow to the men and the captain, turned and walked toward the academy grounds to inform Middir that she had not found Gwenneth Lazlette.


  “I need the men from the eastern gate, and send for any priests and clergy the temple can spare. We have many dead and injured. Well done men, well fought.” Kendrynn thought of Angeline, her silence, and then of the majority of the citizens that knew nothing of the danger the city had been in this morning. “Continue the search for Gwenneth Lazlette, and her company that entered the west gate last night. Send more men to the other gates, the academy grounds, and get the prisoners to the keep for questioning.” Captain Kendrynn Shilde sheathed his broadsword, and walked a frustrated step, confused as to what could possibly bring such a force to Vallakazz.
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  The guards, readied in their chainmail armor, open faced helms, steel shields, bladed polearms and broadswords, did not notice the Nadderi walking between the two mules. Kendari crouched, walked carefully as to not be stepped on by a hoof, and kept the tip of his enchanted longsword to the back of the young boy leading his property back to his family farmstead. The guards paid no mind, discussing the added men to the eastern gate and gossiping about late night travelers with horns that came in from the west last night. The boy did not flinch, and kept his pace as instructed. Over the bridge past the portcullis, over the tributaries of Lake Pellicram that surrounded Vallakazz and into the wide open rolling hills of the surrounding rural area. “Keep walking, that’s perfect. Head east now, and do not think to try anything brave. I have killed fifteen men since last night. One more is not going to lose me any sleep. Get me to the eastern road to Valhirst and you will retain your extremities.”


  The boy, about sixteen seasons, light brown hair and blue terror filled eyes, did not say a word, just did as he was told. His family was away trading to Valhirst, he knew he was alone. Terror of being killed with no one to help began to take his mind.


  Kendari watched the eastern gate from afar, seeing that it had not opened, and it was still heavily guarded. His concern was that the White Spider had gotten hold of the scroll, or worse yet, the city had covered the elven woman and her companions and made an attempt impossible. Regardless, he would hunt for the trail of the satyr and the wood elf and pursue the books for Salah-Cam if the wait for the scroll was looking to be unrewarding.


  The trails crossed his path, merchant trails and hunting trails, and the eastern road lay ahead. It had been an hour’s walk and Kendari noticed nothing that would give sign of a follow from Vallakazz. “Far enough boy.”


  The mules came to a halt, steam rising from each nostril in the cold, the sun rising in the west cast long shadows across the snow covered tufts of grass and brush. “Are you going to kill me here? If you are, let me have a weapon to defend myself with please.” The boy was shaking, teary eyed, words emitting from trembling lips. Brave in the face of such a killer at such a young age.


  “If I wanted you dead, you would be dead. Blade or no blade, boy. You have nothing I want, you will live to tell your family you met Kendari of Stillwood unless you have other plans.” Kendari sheathed his longsword and walked past the animals, examining the trails that crossed the main eastern road. “What is your name?”


  “Oggidan.” The boy stared at the steel mail under the black fine clothes, the engraved steel bracers, miraculous leather boots, onyx ring, and enchanted weapons that this wicked and cursed elf carried. He looked at the curling black designs of his skin above the veins on his face and hands, wondering what sort of elf would mark himself so. “Why are you marked like that?”


  “That is a question that only dead men ask, and the Gods can answer. Be off, Oggidan, your moments get fewer the longer you stay near me.” Kendari was paying no mind to the unarmed boy this far from the city, he had served his purpose.


  “Did you kill the men in the Temple of Golden Mercy, the bishop? You did, you are the one they are looking for, aren’t you?” the boy was trembling, cold, crunching his feet in the snow with eyes searching for anyone nearby. His breath was becoming rapid, panicking, unable to walk away or stop his mind from becoming fear and anger driven.


  “Walk away boy, you have a family that is waiting for you. I have some tracking to do, so carry on.” Kendari kept an eye on him now, seeing the panic take over, the distrust and hatred telling him that as soon as his back turned, that he would be killed by this elven demon. The young usually had such extreme imbalances of drama and lack of common sense.


  The boy lunged from the side at the cursed swordsman, grabbing for the longsword on the cursed killer’s right hip. His hand reached the pyramid pommel, and pulled as he stumbled back, gripping it with two hands and bringing it to a trembling on guard. “Surrender now! You have committed murder and are wanted by the city of Vallakazz!” Oggidan stepped forward to the unarmed elf, and pointed the blade inches from his face, staring and shaking at what he had just done, unable to believe it himself.


  “Give me my blade, boy, and I will let you…” the weapon, his own weapon, cut at his head. Kendari ducked under the attack, an unskilled attack but quick and foolish, making it just as dangerous. He was amazed the boy had gotten it from him, or even dared try. His hand went to Shiver on his hip. “One last chance Oggidan, drop my sword. I only need one to kill you with.” he motioned with his hand open for the boy to stand down, but sensed that his terror had full control, mixed with youthful stupidity and a bit of false heroism. The enchanted blade swung again, off balance with two hands on the hilt. He meant to split Kendari down the middle. He sidestepped, and drew his magical heated blade. The youth thrust forward, and the elf parried easily, almost sending the blade into the boys face with the precision of the deflection. The youth did not stop, he pressed on, recklessly swinging the longsword toward the body of the elf who merely countered and used his feet to avoid contact. “You can not kill me boy, and I will leave your corpse in the snow if I must.” His intimidation was falling on deaf ears, the kid was beyond anger blended with patriotism, religion, panic, he had no choice.


  Kendari waited, blade tip to the ground, causing steam from melting snow as Shiver’s heat continued to release. Young Oggidan feinted a high cut toward the head, lowered his elbows, an easy signal for a thrust that gave away the feint entirely. As his arms outstretched with the tip diving toward Kendari’s chest, the Nadderi cursed elf turned a half step, flicked his blade up underneath the charging sword, knocking the attack an inch above his shoulder. In the same instant he cut down at the boy’s wrist, the left one, slicing clean through, the severed hand still clenching the grip of the blade. His third cut was a cross cut into his own weapon, sending the stolen longsword off into the snow, one hand still attached. The boy screamed from the pain, from the burn of the hot edge of Shiver, from the horror of losing a hand. His bravado and ego destroyed with three simple cuts, his pack animals trudging ahead without him, startled from the screaming, Oggidan ran. He began yelling for help and for guards in the open fields in manic rage. He ran and screamed like a young girl, not the mountain of a young man he had just thought he was. Kendari knew he could kill him right now, before anyone heard him, knew that he should. But he did not. He walked over his dropped weapon, picked it up by the crosspiece, and removed the boy’s bloody hand from the grip, flinging it into the snow. The Nadderi elf sheathed his weapons, and continued down the eastern road to Valhirst, searching for the trail of the escaped satyr he had followed, the one that had split off to Vallakazz, or so he had thought. He shook his head at the stupidity of the boy, and at himself, not understanding why he had no desire to kill him. Kendari wondered if it was pity he felt at this moment, or boredom.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Caravan wheels pulled by shaggy hoofed horses of white and gray crunched in the snow, weighted down by the load in the back. Deer and elk pelts on the top, but underneath lay a gray skinned minotaur, and elven noblewoman, a dwarven priest rubbing his shaved head, a trembling veteran warrior thirsting for more wine, and the daughter of the most powerful woman in Vallakazz. The caravan, paid for that morning by a young student wizard at Gwenneth’s request, had run into difficulty trying to exit the eastern gate and headed to the southern gate to avoid the snow covered hills of the northern routes. Before they had left, they were hailed by their passenger and her companions, much to the surprise of the fur traders. Two covered wagons with a family of four left Vallakazz heading east toward the small rural village of South Darmoun, halfway to Valhirst, with their most unusual and sought after commodities safely hidden.


  Half a day passed, traversing the small trail that led to the eastern road to South Darmoun. Olenn Chilar and his two daughters tethered the horses of both wagons to the bare winter oaks and prepared to make camp for a few hours. Little blonde girls of seven and four years, Nika and Kirrai helped their pregnant mother off of the seat. The black winter wolf’s pelts and layers of cold weather blankets and robes made movement for the nearing mother difficult. “You all right Leina? Girls, careful with your mother there, she’s carrying your little sister now.” Olenn‘s beard was frosted from brown to white from hours at the reins, his legs stiff from sitting. He got up, looked around, searching for any followers that might be spying, sensing the amount of gold he received for silence from the Lady Lazlette’s daughter was generous and likely, dangerous. He grabbed his broadsword and sheath from behind the wagon seat, and strapped the weapon to his belt. “My Lady, I believe we are far from danger here. You and yours come on out and eat if you like.”


  “Sweeter words I have not heard in some time! My ars is bruised and sore, and fresh air I am in dire need of here, move it ahead horned one!” Azenairk pushed the gray gladiator ahead so that he could get out and stretch his muscles and breath from the tightest spot his whole life had ever seen.


  The five stowaways climbed out from under pelts and blankets and all manner of trade goods into the chill Chazzrynn winter air. Despite being hungry and anxious to get out, each one stopped momentarily, surveying the surrounding hills, trail, and forests for movement upon the white horizon. They had all been hunted for some time, each suspicious of when real safety and distance arose, and every one of them anticipating another battle any moment.


  “So that was Vallakazz. Good riddance.” Huffed the minotaur, sitting on a log, checking to make sure the scroll was secure.


  “Indeed, indeed. I like this view of it myself, far away. Where’s James?” the priest sat next to the gray warrior, biting into some dried deer meat.


  “Drinking. Behind the other wagon.” Shinayne and Gwenneth watched him silently.


  Olenn watched as his two daughters helped Leina from the wagon, careful not to let their pregnant mother slip. The four of them sat on some firewood, and ate the bread and dried meats together as a family, almost. Wishing his eldest was here, Olenn kept careful eye on the travelers without Oggidan’s assistance. “That one is on his second bottle of wine, Olenn. Watch him close will ya?”


  “Its fine love, Lady Lazlette paid for the provisions and said there was one who liked the Caberran wine. Pay em no mind.”


  “Daddy, what’s that one with the horns there called?” little blonde Nika, curious and outspoken at seven years old asked as she pointed her finger at Saberrak.


  “Hey girl, no pointing now. That’s a minotaur, they be from Halay across the Carisian sea. That one’s gray, so he’s a nice hunter they say. Just keep to yourself now.”


  “And that one? She’s a princess, right?”


  “Not sure love, she’s an elf. They are from the North, way far up to the north where it’s warmer. She could be a princess, sure.” Olenn was playing along with the creative imagination of his child.


  “And she’s a witch, right daddy?” pointing at Gwenneth, all in black robes and furs. Her brother Oggidan had told her of the witches and warlocks that lived in Vallakazz on many a stormy night.


  “No, no, not exactly dearheart. That’s Lady Lazlette, a wizard, not a witch.”


  “Him, he’s a stinky dwarf and they live under the ground in the dirt.” Nika was sure of that one it seemed.


  “Be nice love, I am sure he’s not stinky, and they live in the mountains in big cities.”


  “And the one with the bottles of wine, he’s a brave knight, right?”


  “Not sure love, I guess so.” Olenn continued to eat, but kept his eyes on the man getting more drunk by the minute.


  “So this Valhirst city, you have been there Lazlette?” Saberrak chewed as he spoke.


  “Yes, several times. And my name is Gwenneth Lazlette, minotaur.”


  “You are sure it is safe then?”


  “No.” she shrugged and turned toward her city, knowing her mother would have her hunted very soon. “But we will make for the docks. I have no idea how many are looking for it. I can say with certaintly that I now know why, however.”


  “Ye truly believe it be a scroll of a lost God with all those powers and such Gwenne?”


  She looked to the dwarven priest with a serious glare. “Beyond doubt Zen, beyond doubt.”


  Shinayne listened intently, yet paid more attention to James who seemed to be drowning himself out of this world in silence with the bottles. She had no reason to stay with them, yet something in her heart told her that she must. In her mind, she resigned to a promise that she would see them through with this scroll, then leave to find Lavress once more.


  



   


  Johnas I:II 


  White Spider Underground, Valhirst


  The cold stone great hall under Valhirst was empty, save for the prince and a silent and aged minotaur guardian. Heathen had been known to drift off while standing post, his unbroken horn providing balance against the stone wall. Johnas Valhera ran his fingers atop his head, through his blonde hair, feeling the frustration of the unknown. He had not heard from Kaya or anything recent from Southwind and her dealings there. Nothing more from Vallakazz, from Dasius or the agents he sent to assist in procuring those relics before Salah-Cam’s assassin got to them first. Even Gregore’, his prize employ and deadliest in the arts and disguise, had not returned from the Altestani ships with news of their intentions. His uncle, the King, watching his every step for sure, and a spy from Harlaheim in love with Vanessa he had to contend with, were keeping his mind busy. Johnas did not blink, staring at the walls, feeling trapped under his own city with his own webs closing more around him than ensnaring others. He began to obsess with the paranoia, retrace every word, retouch every step, and question the motives of every agent of the White Spider that had supposed allegiance to him.


  The door on the right opened, waking Heathen who quickly drew out his immense scimitar and stepped in front of the entrance. Slowly, and with much effort, two young boys aspiring to the prince’s favor for some years now, held up a black robed wizard as he limped into the inner sanctum of the White Spider. Johnas looked from his throne of onyx and jade, at the burned, bloodied, and tattered Dasius who was also missing more than a hand, apparently seared off far above the wrist. His bald and handsome face was scratched and blood covered, and splinters of wood decorated his robes and flesh. His leg looked recently broken, perhaps from a fall, and the blood had not stopped its slow release from partially protruding bone near the ankle.


  “Dasius of Caberra. I am assuming things did not fare to our advantage in Vallakazz?” he motioned for his horned guardian to step aside with a wave of his fingers. Heathen bowed, sheathing the curved blade and crossed his arms.


  “My Prince, we were discovered. The academy, the daughter of Aelaine, Middir’s protector, Kendari of Stillwood, and the travelers from Southwind carrying the scroll… they were all well prepared for ambush.” Dasius sat in one of the velvet chairs, helped down by the young men, and groaned in pain from so many injuries. His invoking of teleportation was hurried, resulting in a fall from almost twenty feet above the library he intended to appear inside of. Lucky, he thought, only his ankle snapped from the fall.


  Johnas stood and paced with his hand caressing the emerald pommel of his blade methodically. He still did not blink. The prince knew that the warlock mirrors could be traced, should they be studied at length by an accomplished wizard, and he assumed that Dasius, in this condition for certain, was unprepared and likely did not destroy the marble mirror in Vallakazz. The wizards there would trace many messages that would point some fingers, but nothing that could not be denied. Johnas thought more, caring nothing for the injuries of this failure who sat in his chamber. “Who has the scroll, Dasius?”


  “The travelers from Southwind my prince. They are with Gwenneth Lazlette now, a minotaur, and elven woman, a knight of Southwind and a priest from Boraduum I believe.” Dasius relaxed a bit, discussion on the table now, and tried to find a comfortable position with all his injuries.


  “Where are they heading?” Johnas still did not look at Dasius, still paced unblinking.


  “They made for the east gate, so this way, or to Harlaheim through the mountains we suspect. The Lazlette family has ties there with Kalzarius. Kendari, the assassin, was stopped by our men before he could get near the scroll, my prince.” Dasius began to look around, wondering when someone would come to look at his leg, as the prince had many physicians and paid priests.


  “This scroll…is it as powerful and ancient as you have been informing me?”


  ‘Yes. Our men overheard much last night while the daughter of Aelaine deciphered it. Most ancient and valuable indeed, and she was also found to be contacting Kalzarius in Harlaheim. Most likely the safest spot to keep it and learn how to use it my prince.” Dasius, the domenarch of Vallakazz for the White Spider did not mention that she had snuck into his room while he was out, using the warlock mirror to contact the famous wizard. That would most likely get him killed right here and now.


  “Thank you Dasius, you may go.” Johnas nodded to Heathen, who in turn opened the door.


  “Go?! Look at me Johnas! My hand is burned off and my leg broken. Some assistance is in order I feel! A priest if you would?!” Dasius tried to stand but fell back in the chair, his temper flaring, outraged by the complete lack of concern that the prince showed his most valuable wizard and spy.


  The blade drew out of its scabbard with speed unmatched by anything ever seen, seven steps down in a flash, and the tip pierced through the chest of Dasius, through the chair. Pinned to the furniture, the tip of the curvy blade protruding visibly on the other side, Dasius of Caberra squirmed as blood ran down his chest and up into his throat. He tried to issue arcane words and gesture, but the choking blood stopped him. Johnas removed the blade, wiping it on his black cloak as he turned his back to the useless wizard. “A whining, handless, failure of a wizard is of no use to me. Heathen, dispose of that chair, I am no longer fond of it or its contents.”


  “Yes, my prince.” the red minotaur strode over to the chair, with a heavily panting Dasius bleeding out onto it. He lifted it up easily with both arms and walked to the pit of spikes next to the left door, the one meant for uninvited guests. The bloodied wizard of the White Spider tried to climb out, his eyes fading, and was thrown face first down twenty or more feet onto a bed of two foot spikes. The chair cracked atop of his body, riddled with holes. Heathen looked upon the wreckage of bones and bodies that lay there, barely visible in the dark of torchlight. “Farewell Dasius.” the old guardian stared at the body, knowing how many years Dasius had been loyal to the prince. He closed his eyes, returning to his lean on the wall and wondered when he would be put in the pit, when his first and last failure would come.


  “Just what was needed, Heathen. I feel better already, now send for Vanessa and the spy from Harlaheim, Balric. I have some planning if we are to get the daughter of Lazlette and that scroll.”


  “Yes my prince.”


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Balric D’Vrelle felt his saber on his left side, his short blade on his right, trying to keep his breath flowing in and out. He knew that his promotion to Captain of the guard had been strategic, and assumed that Johnas knew or suspected the affair between him and Vanessa. The northern swordsman hoped that was all the prince was aware of. His worries creased his forehead, and he scratched at his trimmed beard in anxiety, thinking the worst, knowing what would happen, what could happen when one is summoned to the lower chambers of the White Spider alone.


  The piece of parchment folded in his hand simply had the symbol of a spider inked upon it, with the letter J, and the agents, two young men barely out of their teens, had placed it inside the basket of bread that was at his table in the barracks. Johnas was known for broad day assassinations, yet not of his agents in places of power within his city, and not in any royal buildings. No, he would have them killed in his throne room, not the one in Castle Valhera, but the throne room well under the city. Heathen would usually do the dirty work, or sometimes Farrigus if it were out in the city itself. Balric thought of all he had learned of the operations and motions the White Spider made, and the connections to dozens of other cities and kingdoms that Johnas tied his webs to. As his confidant and superior, the bishop of Harlaheim had told him there were suspected ties even to the cruel and immense empire of Altestan to the north. Balric had seen with his own eyes now, that indeed, royalty from the oppressive enslaving conquerors from the far north were in contact with the Prince of Valhirst. Doppelgangers had been sent to infiltrate the Altestani ship disguised as crewman, whether to gather information or to double-cross, Balric was still unsure.


  He winded down the dark tunnels under Castle Valhera, nodding to the agents posed as beggars and prostitutes, some actually were, and some had knives poised and ready under their clothes. One simple nod with no eye contact was the key that led to the doors near the sewer. Once in the main corridor below, Heathen the old red minotaur was waiting for him, spider-wand out and scimitar sheathed.


  “Balric, Captain of the Guard to see Johnas.” he stated his business only by producing the parchment, and let the one horned brute check him for enchantments and hidden blades, none of which he had. Heathen opened the left door, always a good sign, for the Harlian spy knew all too well what lay beyond the right. That pit was used to be rid of those that had outlived any viable servitude to the Prince, and that decision of value was never reversed once Johnas spoke it. A shimmer of relief came to Balric.


  The chamber had stains of blood crossing the foyer, ones that led to the pit, Balric placed his hands upon the hilts of his blades. He walked forward to a smiling prince upon the throne of onyx, jade, and emerald, and stood next to Farrigus, Vanessa, and several other agents and killers of the White Spider also assembled. Farrigus, patch over his missing eye and scars riddling his face and beard, glanced a foul look toward Balric, and nodded slyly. The Harlian spy bowed deeply. “My Prince, you called for me.”


  “Yes Captain, might I interject how well a man of Harlaheim looks in the royal falcon uniform of Chazzrynn.” his smile was not reassuring of what purpose he held, nor was his flattery.


  “Thank you Johnas.” Balric bowed again, making eye contact with his lover Vanessa Blackflame. Her black robes and red sashes nearly as perfect as her round face and young dark eyes that were deeper than the Vateric Ocean. He had not held her in many nights and longed to be able to steal her away for just an hour or three, to whisper as they did about leaving this place forever.


  “I have recently spoken with our foul acquaintance, Salah-Cam to the south. He proposes a split on the scroll, and whatever other treasures this little band possesses. His only wants are the daughter of Lazlette and the scroll, the rest are ours. I agreed to this deal, despite my reluctance to deal at all, and in return Salah has given me some information regarding these travelers. I will require the guard to move into positions to the west of the city, allied by our shapechanging agents, and set a trap for them. First, we will allow them into the city, to make their arrangements at port. The morning journey to the docks will be hindered by Vanessa, distracted by the disguised agents, and brought down by Balric and Farrigus and their men. Quickly, quietly, and be warned, the reports I have received from the late Dasius indicate that the underestimation of these five is unwise at best.” Johnas paced, smiling, but walked when he spoke, tapping his scabbard with each step as if timing his words.


  “Why not meet them at the gate when they enter and just take em’ outright, sire?” the scarred killer Farrigus spoke up.


  “Three reasons dear Farrigus. One, Kendari of Stillwood. Impossible to detect and could be anywhere on the outskirts, but he will think twice before sneaking inside the city. Two, there is another elf and a satyr that are near and allies of the five that I hope to lure in. Three, they killed over thirty of our men in Vallakazz, in wide open streets eliminating most of our presence there. The wizard is dangerous and needs to be contained as well as the minotaur. The tight streets here, especially toward the docks, will limit their movements and Lazlette’s magic. Are we clear now?” still pacing a foot in front of the throne, Johnas waited for a response from his trusted killer.


  “Like glass my Prince.”


  “Excellent. Vanessa, meet me in my chambers so that we may discuss what you are to do to influence our little trap. Balric get your best ten archers. Farrigus, make contact on the north side with the doppelgangers since Gregore’ is deep in cover on the Altestani ship. Tell them we need at least five for this evening. Understood? Heathen, you stay with me. And someone get riders out to find our lady Jade of the West as I have heard nothing from Southwind Keep in some time now.” his mood like the turbulent ocean, Johnas seemed almost happy now that there was some hunting and some capture on the horizon.


  Balric, Farrigus, and Heathen bowed together to their prince, only Balric stayed still. He watched as Vanessa slowly walked, eyes glistening with tears, toward the passage behind the throne that led to Johnas’ personal chambers and the prince with her. Balric felt his heart sink, the hopelessness take over, and then his anger began to flush his face. His hand went to his saber, like many times before, knowing that he would be doing the world and his heart a favor by killing this wretch in his own chambers.


  “She’s not for you to have Harlian, she’s the Prince’s toy…heh heh.”


  Balric drew his saber and shortblade, still looking ahead at the shadow of Vanessa in the candlelit passageway. He turned his guard up, as Farrigus drew his longsword. The wicked grin only pushed him harder, and Balric attacked with both blades lunging ahead as Farrigus backed up. The longblade of the killer cut horizontal near the spy’s nose, missing with a whoosh as the Harlian swordsman’s quick motions averted contact. His shortblade out to counter any attacks and his saber began to weave cuts up and down at the torso of Farrigus. “Bastard scum!” Another cut deflected down, and Balric moved in with his shortsword pressed against the neck of his enemy. He felt at the same moment, a dagger pressed against his throat, from under the tight quarters between the two. Farrigus had drawn a hidden weapon and was ready to cut should he be cut.


  The two swordsmen glared, eye to eye, blades at each others throats, anger dripping from Balric’s face and hate spilling from his every breath. Farrigus smiled, “You know what he really does with her in that chamber now…”


  “Aaaarghh! Shut your mouth fiend!” the pain was too much, his thoughts raced of cutting this mans throat despite the dagger at his own.


  “Enough!” two heavy hands placed on their shoulders, the minotaur towered nearly two feet over them both. “The Prince’s business is his own and this chamber is not for killing unless I do it! You have your orders, now get out!”


  The men lowered their blades, sheathed their swords, and backed up from each other a few steps, not taking even a blink off of the gaze of the other. “The Harlian seems to fancy the Prince’s whore Heathen...”


  “Enough Farrigus! Leave now or I will remove you!” Heathen placed his hand on his scimitar and pointed toward the doors.


  The foul one-eyed killer of the White Spider, one of many, strode out the doors, chuckling to himself all the way. Balric went to walk after him, into the streets, but a scimitar almost as tall as he, drew from the minotaur, blocked his passage. “You would do well to hide your feelings for the lady, Harlian. The Prince does not trust you already, you know this, and your position gives you no leverage to go after Farrigus. In fact, you are in a tight spot. I would advise you to stay away from Lady Blackflame, no matter what has gone on between you, for your sake and hers.” he huffed, sheathing his oversized blade once more, and took two steps back.


  “Understood and appreciated my friend.” Balric knew his affair was no secret to some of the circles here in the capital of the criminal guild.


  “I am not your friend, Balric. I think you are a spy from the king’s court in Harlaheim, and so does the Prince. Should that be the case, I will delight in throwing you into that pit with Dasius, and many others to rot with you. Your loyalty and skills are the only things keeping you alive right now, do not tempt me to inform Johnas of your affair.”


  “Well put, minotaur. I will take my leave.”


  Balric strode out of the inner sanctum of the White Spider, his legs weak and shaking with fear. His heart heavy with sorrow and anger he could not displace nor put closure to. His mind raced on how to get Vanessa from here, to make it out and get to Harlaheim safely. He still did not know the Altestani business or the contacts of the White Spider in other kingdoms, Johnas had kept that information from him. Until he knew, he was safe nowhere, not even at home. He walked back to the barracks, head down, watching for Farrigus to appear from around a corner. Every wretch, whore, shopkeeper, anyone he saw could be a set of eyes for the Prince. The Prince who was taking his woman against her will, and the anger stirred more. Balric D’Vrelle wracked his mind, searching for an answer, trying to tie loose ends together, attempting to have faith that he could get what he needed for the church and get out. He began to plan his attack on Prince Johnas Valhera, which would be the fastest way to get out with Vanessa. It would also make him the most wanted man by the White Spider, and the kingdom of Chazzrynn. Balric sat in the barracks and weighed his options, balancing love and danger, evil and murder, mission and secrecy. “Guard!”


  “Yes captain D’Vrelle.”


  “Bring me our best archers.”


  



   


  Lavress I:III 


  Temple of the Whitemoon, Central Chazzrynn


  Peering around to see if they were followed, the wood elf hunter stepped silently from the shadows behind the twisting banyan roots and carefully walked on the gray stone steps that led down into the grove. “Bedesh, stay close and do not veer from the steps.” Lavress knew that the sacred groves of the Whitemoon were well protected by fey enchantments millennia old, and even for a member or the Hedim Anah such as he, violation would result in entry being denied for certain should he not step appropriately. The stone steps were to be followed, no tree branches touched, no weapons drawn, and above all else, only the language of the fey court was to be spoken once inside the circle of the sacred temple. “Do you speak the tongue of the forests?”


  “Of course I do, I grew up in Haven Glen.” the satyr was nervous, as always, but felt safer with this savage elf, knowing he is the beloved of Shinayne. She had told him much of Lavress Tilaniun, and so far, she had been right. He moved like a shade of the night through the forest, saw things before they were near, and spoke seldom. Bedesh tried to make conversation over the last two days, but to little avail. Lavress was always watching, stalking, maneuvering through the forests he was, keeping the pace brisk and determined to not be caught by whatever and whoever hunted the two of them.


  “Very well. Do not speak any other tongue than that, and do not draw your bow for any reason. Follow my exact steps, and remain calm. This is a temple of the Whitemoon, and you are my guest, be nothing short of respectful here.” the wood elf hunter did not blink when he spoke, his eyes full of reason and discipline, a seriousness unwavering. Lavress walked softly down ancient stone steps overgrown with vines and foliage, his soft hide boots making not a sound on the cracked descent. A grove of willows and banyans cascading a circle around polished stones in an open field appeared, the cold wind blowing the bare branches as they approached. “The wind has told the trees we are here, and the trees will tell the court. We will wait here at the stones.”


  Bedesh watched, as peace and security fell over him from merely stepping foot in the circle of trees. He followed the motions of the savage elf in front of him, got on his knees with his eyes toward the clouded sky in prayer. Mimicking every motion of his rescuer, the satyr leaned over and placed his hands palm down on the grass and earth, and kissed it softly. He could not follow the exact words or phrases the elf was issuing to Seirena, the Goddess of nature and life, but he did hum along and did his best to listen in the ancient forest tongue of his homeland elders.


  Lavress Tilaniun stood up, his hands clasped in front of his waist, eyes closed, and he heard the song of the fey. Faint whispers in harmony, songs from small voices unseen, humming in yet deeper tones, the wind rushing through the branches, the synchronicity of it all made everything move, yet time stood still. The voices rose from the northern side of the circle, and the two weary fugitives felt relief of warm air and green light as the stone steps opposite them split as vine and earth seemed to flow apart like water. From under split steps up and out of the grove, stairs down under the earth revealed. Lights of red and green shimmered in the flickering light as dozens of sprites, no bigger than the elf’s hand, darted about entrance to the sacred hidden temple, inviting, guarding, and whispering songs of the earth. The wood elf hunter raised his left hand to his chin, and then lowered it, tracing a circle around his chest, the salute of the Hedim Anah. The fey guardians of the court parted, and the shadow of a great cat began to form up the stairs. Bedesh stepped back, further behind Lavress, curious, but intimidated by a feline with glowing green eyes, not to mention it was the size of a horse.


  “Greetings Lavress Tilaniun, devout of the Hedim Anah, child of Gualidura. And to you as well, Bedesh of Haven Glen.” the deep voice came from the human countenance wreathed in a braided mane of gray and golden hair. The creature’s body that of a large lion with golden feathered wings tinged with white tips, strode gracefully forward to the center of the grove, its green feline eyes meeting the elf’s equally in height.


  “Kilbura, child of Mirash, guardian sphinx of the southern temple, it is an honor to be received. Seirena’s breath be within you.” Lavress bowed to the ancient winged feline with the face of a man, the bow followed by Bedesh and returned by the flitting fey and Kilbura alike. “I have recovered three tomes of the four, however...”


  “However, you are being tracked, and it is no small threat. Kendari of Stillwood is known well to us, known well for nearly half a millennium. How is Queen Ganidaea Chaldre of your forest kingdom in Gualidura?” Kilbura smiled as the name escaped his tongue in ancient fey. “And your younger brother, Calliun?”


  “They are well great one, at peace with the trees and with life, and I long to see them, and …”


  “Lady Shinayne T’Sarrin, she has been following you great distances my friend. She travels with one that has seen a God and carries his gift. Her path is uncertain, but let us speak inside. Princess Finwel-Dur is most anxious to see you and sends her love.” the great beast strode down the steps, scattering fey whisperers on tiny wings as he moved. Kilbura could easily finish the sentences and thoughts of those he remained close to, as could most of his kind.


  “Are we going down there Lavress?”


  “Yes, for how long I do not know. Time moves faster inside the temple of the Whitemoon, so we can not stay long, Bedesh of Haven Glen. Remember my instructions, a princess of the fey will know your heart before it beats, and is likely thousands of years old. Mind your respects.” Lavress followed the sphinx, and he and the satyr entered the most holy of places deep in the earth. His spirit had led him here, knowing the books must return as ordered. The wood elf felt safe, knowing that the temple would move mystically across the continent to other sacred locations with an ancient ritual that the priests here alone were capable of. He had much to inform the court of, and was curious as to what Shinayne had gotten involved in.


  



   


  Exodus I:IX 


  Eastern Chazzrynn Trails


  The road had been easy across the eastern edge of Chazzrynn, a well used trail and little snowfall or melt made for swift travel. Azenairk spent almost an hour each morning and each night in prayer over James, out of pity for the man and apparent endless lust for wine and oblivion. His outbursts had been infrequent yet consistent throughout his waking hours were speech of ogre and death, pain and loss, swords and imprisonment in varied forms. Tears from his mental state, and from his drinking ran uncontrollably down his face. More tears came falling off of his beard when he was in urgent need of the spirits in the bottle. Azenairk had many instances of the same with his dwarven kin in Boraduum, decades of service in the temple had opened his eyes to things most men never see or hear of. The wagon rolled along, the young girls peeking back with blonde wisps blowing in each others faces. The priest had hoped they would not see some of the violent fits the knight of Southwind had had, but there was little room for privacy on the cold road to Valhirst in a wagon.


  “Lost hope dwarf, leave him be. Best thing is to take the wine and he will tough it out the hard way. He will survive.” Saberrak huffed as he passed by the side of the covered wagon, peering in to see if James was conscious. The minotaur preferred to walk the free land than ride comfortably anymore.


  “He is but a wino with a sword Azenairk, there is nothing you can do but let him sober up. It will take time, not prayers.” Gwenneth did not look up, keeping her pace on the extra horse brought with the small caravan headed east. Her mind had been curious to ask this former knight some things about her father and the battle in Teirinshire many years back, but with his condition, the wizard kept her distance and silence.


  “I have dealt with this before, friends, and the elf agrees, we keep him tended and help all we can. While you sleep at night, she watches over him and I handle the days while she scouts ahead. He will get better, and needs all of our help here.” Azenairk Thalanaxe felt no anger, yet his words were stern and with purpose hearing the lack of faith from the minotaur and young Lazlette.


  “And when does the elf sleep then, priest?” the grinning minotaur snorted, stepping to see how far Shinayne was actually ahead of the rest.


  “Who ever said I sleep?” the elven swordswoman jogged past the horned warrior, having done a full circle around the caravan for the last hour, spotting little of concern.


  “You do not sleep?”


  “I rest from time to time, and perhaps dream a bit, but no. After a century or so, most elves develop the ability to refresh mind, body, and spirit while awake. Jealous?” Shinayne laughed and squinted playfully up at the gray minotaur, then drank deep of her waterskin.


  “I much enjoy my rest, pointy eared one. It means a hard exertion and effort was paid by my body, and the rest deserved.” Saberrak did not understand how one could not sleep, so scoffed intentionally at the remarks of his elven friend.


  “Hmmm, have it your way then. My way lets me live for centuries, but if you insist….” Shinayne stopped in her banter, noticing again the same bird far above. Difficult to see in the daylight, light colored and circling since early this morning. A dot in the sky to a mortal eye, but to Lady T’Sarrin, she could make out that it was larger than a hawk, white and gray, and had a longer neck that was trying not to look at them often, but failing to remain unnoticed.


  “We are being watched. There is a white bird trailing and circling us like a vulture waiting for a meal to fall.” Shinayne addressed her friends and trotted ahead once again.


  “It is a vulture, my mothers. Damn it! It’s Hithins, which means they know where we are.” Gwenneth began moving her arms in a rhythm of fanning motions and speaking softly in arcane tongues up toward the direction of the spying avian.


  “Won’t you have to talk a bit louder to get its attention?”


  “No, minotaur, it can hear me perfectly. Trust in the arts to do what you can not.” her sharp tongue edged on frustration at the questioning of her capabilities, something her mother had ordained for many years.


  The snow vulture began circling lower and lower, the tall towers of decaying Valhirst half a day in the distance with salt from the sea fresh on the air. Closer and closer the white scavenger bird lowered, eying the caravan and the emerald city of corruption in which it was heading. Hithins hoped he could pass on the message he had been given and get the daughter of his mistress to listen to reason.


  Landing safely on top of the covered wagon, the vulture bowed his head toward Gwenneth and her companions, noting the tense postures of all save the drunken knight who appeared to be sick, sitting upright next to the rear wheel.


  “Greetings my lady, your mother will be glad to know you are well.”


  “Do tell me why you have come Hithins, besides to report to my mother our whereabouts.” Gwenneth knew that he had other purpose, perhaps a message, or he would not have answered her call.


  “Lady Lazlette begs you to return to Vallakazz, the threat has been uncovered, and you are safe there. Too much hunts you here in the open and Valhirst is not any safer.” Hithins noticed the awe of the commoner family and their children at a talking vulture, and bowed to them as well, winking at the girls.


  “If we had not left when we did, the scroll would be in the hands of either the church, the city, those thieves sent from wherever, or the professors. Which would be worse I do not know, but it is much safer with us and with Kalzarius of Harlaheim. Be off, and tell mother not to worry.” Gwenne waived her hand, expecting more of a message than that from her home city.


  “My lady, you are hunted by far more than you are aware. A Nadderi killer, dwarves from the king of Boraduum searching for the priest, agents of the Prince of Valhirst, and Dasius of Caberra was tied in somehow. Not to mention his contact with Salah-Cam to the south, and the disappearance of Lady Kaya T’Vellon, who is rumored to have been involved in trying to plan your ambush. You are walking into a trap, set against you are even rumors that Altestani ambassadors are waiting in Valhirst having knowledge of what you carry. Do not be foolish, you need the protection of your city. The Lady of Vallakazz commands it!” the bird grew agitated, and talked faster as he saw that arrogant rebellious look on young Lazlette’s face.


  “Why are you hunted, Azenairk Thalanaxe?” the elven swordswoman spoke up.


  Shaking his head in disbelief, “I have a promise to keep, one that my kingdom would have me not keep. That is all.”


  “This cursed elf, how far behind us is he and is he alone?” huffed the minotaur, nearly leveling with the vulture atop the wagon.


  “He can not be traced by magical means, Saberrak, he has many tricks and items of arcane protection. He is alone, for now, yet a swarm of trolls head north behind him. We know little of him, but he killed at least fifteen men we have counted in his attempt to get to you in Vallakazz.” Hithins fluttered his wings, not enjoying the intimidating closeness of the tattooed warrior.


  “I have made contact with Kalzarius, he offers protection far superior to Vallakazz and has insight into the scroll beyond that of any in this kingdom. I have made my decision, you may tell mother I appreciate the concern.”


  His feathers shook, wings flapping in frustration. “Foolish girl, now is not the time! This is more serious than spying in forbidden books or sneaking into summoning chambers! That scroll is rumored to be of the old Gods, and has powers and knowledge that any would seek to have for themselves! You are in real danger for once Gwenneth, please turn back. Your mother and Middir will send Angeline to find you and take you back, and you know she will not fail.”


  “Will you help us Hithins? Help me? Or just deliver the message you are instructed to give and delay us?”


  “You ask me to betray again, after all these years? At this moment?”


  “One last time, anything you can do. I will get this scroll to Harlaheim, to Kalzarius. It seems I could use a little assistance, given the situation. Please my friend.” the young wizard had placed a bit of guilt into her words, and made no attempt to hide it. Decades of secret friendship was now leaned upon.


  “I will fly ahead, simply to see what awaits you outside the city, nothing more. And then I am gone my friend. I must obey my mistress, you know this.”


  “Thank you Hithins, pick me out a ship as well.” her mood and tone changed quickly after getting what she wanted.


  The snow vulture bowed and flew east, rising fast above the trees of Chazzrynn. The wagon proceeded with a nod from Shinayne, who was helping James Andellis to his feet, assisted by the dwarf. His groans and sweats began again, yet some conscious came to his eyes feeling himself on his feet once more. “You were just talking to a bird, were you not?” the veteran knights eyes opened for the first time in over a day.


  “Yes, a friend of Gwenne’s mother, we need you sobered up James. There will be much danger ahead of us in Valhirst.” the elf seemed concerned, for she knew that Saberrak had left the last of the wine off the trail a day behind them, seeing that the only way to stop the man from his pitiful state.


  “I need wine, where is the wine?” James stumbled and looked into the back of the wagon, searching for what he needed.


  “You need prayer and time away from the wine, my friend. There is no more, let God help you.” Azenairk placed a hand on the man’s back, muttering a blessing for mercy in his native tongue.


  James drew his broadsword, and spun round, face red with rage and tears in his eyes, drunk beyond sanity. “Where is it? Why would you do that to me?!! The nightmares will not stop, God has nothing to do with this, and they will get me there and take me to the hill and…” his body fell limp, his head snapped to the left from the blow of a fist from the gray gladiator. Saberrak caught his body as it fell, picked up his sword, and threw him over his shoulder, his pace never slowing.


  “Saberrak! That be not the answer to his condition, he needs prayer!” the dwarf had not raised his voice once till now, and his concern and compassion showed readily.


  The horned warrior kept walking, keeping pace with the caravan. “Have your God talk to him while he sleeps then. If he does not change his demeanor, I will leave him in Valhirst to find his end. You have less than a day, dwarf, and I do not intend to change my mind and wait for him to pull a blade on me.”


  



   


  Kendari I:V 


  Central Chazrynn Wilderness


   


  “For crimes that may never see forgiveness, hatred that is beyond redemption, conscience that is without regret, and evil that knows not itself; you are hereby given the thorn of Nadderi to curse and mark you for all eternity, your only atonement shall be your death. May it come quickly by your own hands.”-last rites of the placement of the thorn, translated from the scroll of Maglesh, Order of the Whitemoon.


   


  Scattered at best, sometimes the Nadderi swordsman searched the trail for an hour for one hoofed track, rarely finding evidence of the elf that had freed the horned captive. Kendari had followed it for several days now, sure the markings were more recent with each passing hour. He was getting closer, he could feel this elven hunter in the tracks or lack thereof. He knew what kind of training and mindset one must have to not be seen, heard, nor followed and keep such a pace for so long. The cursed elf thought like his prey, moved where he thought he should move were he the hunted, and through the Chazzrynn forests he had been accurate beyond doubt. The satyr was not as cautious, or as light on his feet as his rescuer, which proved an easier mark to follow.


  Kendari of Stillwood, in his over six centuries of cursed existence, knew when something was not as it should be. He had stopped for a night in Vallakazz, perhaps by mistake, but regardless his progression had incurred only a small delay. By now, he thought, the trolls of Salah-Cam should have been close. During the day he had little care of much more than gaining on his target. Yet at night, he listened and watched from high points in the willow trees and hills for signs from the south of his screeching reinforcements. He heard none, saw none and his mind calculated that the trolls were delayed, failed to follow the trail he left uncovered, or might not have been sent at all. He wondered if the trolls had followed the wagon trail instead to Valhirst, perhaps thirsting for a meal. Wagons held no interest to Kendari, he kept his pursuit north.


  He stepped out from behind the brush covered hill of willows, feeling closer to his enemies, his hand gripping the hilt of Shiver in anticipation. The cold air, murder on the breeze, the feel of enchanted steel in his hand, and the swift steps of his boots were closing in on the satyr and the wild elf hunter. His heart tightened, he felt ill at ease, like something was watching him. Kendari had felt the powers of wizards and churches trying to watch his motions from afar and was more than adept in stealth and using arcane trinkets to not be noticed. This was different. Something, someone, was here, now, close, watching him move, keeping pace, but invisible to his green eyes as he looked around. His blades out, his off hand held in reverse as normal, the air steamed from Shiver’s heat once drawn. The Nadderi kept moving, not daring to slow his steps and give whatever was here the chance to get an advantage. The shadows hid something that moved faster, out moved the cursed elf himself, and was off to the left and moving to cut him off. Stopping quickly, the cursed swordsman prepared for what was about to rush in front of him, his stance perfect and low.


  The air warmed and the outskirts of vision blurred with a fog that came from nowhere in midday. Kendari’s heart rate moved faster against his will and a smell of perfume mixed with decay dampened the area. He knew this aroma all too well, its danger, its meaning, and its face, her face. The shadow of the willow in front of him crackled with a sizzling noise and splintered the very air as a pale skinned woman appeared in full motion toward him, her dull black feathered wings tucked behind her shoulders. Her hair was long and black, darker than the deepest shadows. Her eyes glowing crimson to match her lips, and her skin a pale white adorned with elegant designs and brands of a long lost and infernal language. Barely clothed in black leather garments and bare feet, her fanged mouth smiled with an otherworldly beauty and foul intention that was followed by two well placed attacks with the black curved and serrated longblades aflame in each hand.


  The Nadderi elf parried them both, backing up slightly, and countered with a spinning reverse cut from his left hand, meant to draw her guard high. As she parried, he plunged Shiver into her belly. The sizzling of flesh and sound of metal through skin echoed in the concealed forest. Both froze for a moment, parries and blows standing still, and their eyes met. “Seriously, Kendari? That was a little premature after so many years, was it not?” her voice had power, sounding like a cacophony of dark seductive whispers in a cemetery. She stepped back two steps, the wound dripping deep red and black blood to her groin and thighs, and then closing as if it had never been. “I expect more from the deadliest swordsman alive, more foreplay if you will.” her laughter was deafening, sinister, and alluring, not to mention intimidating.


  “Nareene, whore spawn of Vasentanessa. I had hoped you had forgotten me by now. You must be bored in hell indeed.” the elven killer stepped forward, prepared to give another lesson should this temptress require.


  “That was less than polite, cursed one. Nareene, high priestess to Cancuru, lady of promises, mistress of pleasures, and no longer associated with my old mortal worships, Kendari. You know these things, with all the things we have shared….all the nights…surely you think better of me than that.” Nareene’s laughter again cascaded from some foul place far from the mortal worlds and spread poison on the wind. Her blades glowed red with hellish magicks, the small fangs she bit into her own curled lip produced the same color onto her chin.


  “A thousand apologies priestess, but I am busy on the hunt and have little time for what you call, foreplay.” Kendari lowered his guard, but slightly, as this demoness had shown an explosive temper in centuries past. He remembered his first meetings with her, shortly after his sentencing by the Order of the Whitemoon, after they placed the thorn of the Nadderi inside his abdomen for his crimes. She had come at a moment of weakness and hate, promising all his vengeances to be redeemed upon his former kin. She had come in many guises, pretending to be mortal and in love with him, with many gifts, including Shiver, his enchanted longsword. Nareene had guided him to killing many swordmasters and famous warriors early in his curse, then began simply pushing for him to kill for little reason at all, praising him every few decades, then every few centuries.


  “I know what you are hunting, and what you want to hunt. Or should I say, who you want?”


  “Why are you here? To distract me? You must be busy with what you do, luring the desperate to live and serve and kill for you. I am busy, and I send your master many that I am sure belong in hell. Why are you here Nareene?” Kendari put his blades away in their scabbards and began to proceed on picking up the trail again.


  The temptress blinked and her weapons vanished with a wisp of red fog. “You got my attention a few days ago my love, killing that esteemed and venerable priest in the Temple of Golden Mercy, pinned down and outnumbered in your old age, yet still with a zeal for blood to match my own.” she slowly closed her eyes as he passed, appearing in front of him again with her simple willpower, her cold hand caressing his face.


  The cursed elf batted it away with his hand and walked around the temptress, annoyed at her games. “Sometimes a person is simply in the wrong place at the wrong time, and gets to meet their maker a bit earlier than expected, demon. Try not to read much into it.”


  “I have a favor lover.”


  “Have I not done enough, killed enough for our little bargain all those years ago?” his frustration rising and his mind desperately trying to think of how to be rid of her. He knew from past experience, that he could not kill her, he had tried. His blades had butchered and outmatched her before. She would disappear and be back the next night, and not near as pleasant in her negotiations.


  “You are heading to a sacred temple near here and a few of my superiors would like to see you desecrate it and use your talents on all who dwell inside.” again, Nareene appeared beside Kendari, rubbing her hand on his arm and shoulder, whispering into his pointed ear.


  “Are you saying the satyr and the wild elf are at a temple of the Whitemoon? If that is the case, you need not push me to exact a toll on them should I find it.” his pace quickened, trying to keep distance from her whispers and charms.


  “They are already there, and you know once you are spotted, it will seal quickly. Your employer, the mortal one anyway, will get his treasures soon enough by your hands. Do this for me? Please Kendari, I have so many that would be pleased to see that temple covered in the blood of the fey, you have no idea.” her fanged smile, her otherworldly beauty, and the lust tipped voice of this temptress could make almost any man beg for her favor, almost any man.


  “Your offer? You realize I have a scroll to find as well.”


  “A blade of equal power to Shiver, yet poisonous and corrupt, or mesh armor from the netherworld mines, or perhaps…I could capture that elven woman you failed to kill in the west, she may be quite a prize to keep you entertained.” Nareene smiled and laughed again, twirling around like a young girl dancing in the snow. “I know you long for her, I felt it when you saw her, and smelled it when you were crossing blades with her. What a dream Kendari. The age’s old cursed elf, and the young deposed princess from the most noble of elven kingdoms, how precious.”


  The swords drew from their scabbards once more in a flash of anger and the Nadderi elf stepped around to face her. Hers were there as well, before he could attack, red fog simmering into hellish metal from her hands as she weaved her defense. His heated blade cut toward her face while his off hand reversed cut close across her thighs, slicing deep into her immortal flesh. His posture was too low, too quick, and her infernal foot kicked him square in the chest, sending him tumbling over backwards. Kendari was up on his feet in a moment, ready for the next assault, but his enemy was not to be seen, only heard in distant whispers.


  “Remember who owns you, Kendari of Stillwood, remember who has your little soul locked away for the future. Do as I ask of thee, and it may be yet another century before I call on you…..”


  The voice faded, the strange shadows and fogs dispersed back to some other place, and the sounds of the world and forest began to stir again. The swordsman sheathed his weapons and breathed in and out the unpolluted air, feeling his heart return to a semblance of his own. He felt the hopelessness of it all, like he had so many times before with this demon he had bargained with after his curse took effect. There was no escape from her, not ever, and he was given little compared to what he would have to offer in the end. He had not seen it then, but now, for Kendari, fear of dying had a most foreboding connotation and worry wrapped to it. The trail was fresh, small hoof prints again gave it away, and the Nadderi killer headed northeast after his prey.


  Thoughts of the elven noble, Shinayne, crept in his mind like spiders moving slowly down their own web. Her golden curls and skin, her aqua and silver eyes, and the way she moved in swordplay, all clouded the crisp focus that Kendari held in his hunt. The cursed elf smiled, hoping to have the chance, no, the pleasure, of gazing upon her beauty again. And then he would kill her.


  



   


  Kaya I:II 


  Eastern Rural Trails, Chazzrynn


  Her black steed was tired from two days of travel with little rest, its legs stiffening from the cold Chazzrynn winds that had picked up after the snowfall. Kaya T’Vellon pushed the horse onward, through old trails rarely used even in warm weather months. The main roads would be well traveled by knights of Southwind, agents of the White Spider looking for a mark, and soldiers of King Mikhail to bring her in for treason. The small trade roads of lesser merchants and dwarves of Boraduum were treacherous in the heavy snow, but it was a risk she had to take to reach Valhirst alive. Surely, her brother Alexei, Lord of Southwind, had uncovered the broken warlock mirror and the priest that had been watching and recording her movements was too well guarded to silence. The walls of deceit had closed in around her, and now all that was left was to seek Prince Johnas in the emerald city and hope for benevolence and mercy.


  Kaya had been in the service of Johnas Valhera since she was a young girl, starting with little bits of information gathering, then to secret travels for this or that, and finally in the last decade, one of his best and most dependable blades. Her position of shared lordship helped, as well as her beauty and seductive nature. Many an ambassador never returned to their kingdom from a night’s pleasure with the lady of Southwind Keep. Many a young soldier or knight found the same fate, had they seen or known too much for her to let them survive. Now a few loose ends had forced her to leave all she knew, to flee in the face of certain death or capture should she have tried to talk her way through her own webs in the west. The church of Alden would see the truth, and the priests had ways of revealing it in prayers, something the spy could not contend with. Even as one of the Emerald Eight of the White Spider, known in secret as Jade of the West, Kaya had little choice but to flee.


  Her gaze was squinted by the snow and wind coming at such a forceful angle, her mount bucking at the gestures of it’s rider to continue on. The trees moaned, swaying from the harsh winds and weight of ice and white blankets of snow upon their branches. She thought of staying a night in the small town of South Darmoun, south of Addisonia, as the two days left to Valhirst may kill her steed and leave her stranded. Hopefully no one would look for her in a small temple village of farmers. Her eye caught a caravan, its wagon facing the west, meaning it was returning from Valhirst, snow piled inches atop of it. It had been still for some hours, the horses lay dead and partly buried in the drifts. The lady spy noticed two small sets of footprints, perhaps children, heading south toward the main road in deep snow. They looked recent and fresh. Kaya drew her shortblade, and pulled her small steel shield from her back. The horse stopped and she saw the red blood mixed in the snow by the rear of the wagon as she peered around and dismounted. An ogre, cut in half, entrails frosted over with drifting flakes, and two humans, a man and a woman also cut apart in the same manner, their bodies face down. She had never seen an ogre, yellow skinned and tusked brutes over ten feet tall, cut in half by anything. Her eyes looked for tracks, for a sign of what recently did this, and where it went.


  The snow wisped around her high leather boots, filling in the tracks she left as she rounded the caravan. Cautiously, sword out and shield up, Lady T’Vellon crept round the rear of the wagon near the butchered bodies. She poked her head inside the rear flap, noticing the blood spray that covered the white cloth that was torn and cut, likely from a sword. Her mind raced of bandits, a rival ogre tribe, perhaps a giant from the Bori mountains that may have been the murderer of a family and an ogre that had cut into the wooden carriage. Her eyes were met, inches away, by another set of eyes, dark, black like the night. The breath came hot and heavy from its nostrils, its horns curved round its brow and nearly touched, and shadowy light from the gray winter sky illuminated the kneeling minotaur with a greatsword the size of the lady herself, covered in blood.


  Her first step back was met with a rush of muscle, brown hide and horns as the beast emerged from the wagon. Kaya turned to her left, continuing her backpedal, and watched the horned killer turn round to face her. It stood half a foot taller than the gray one in Southwind, Saberrak, and had a look far more terrifying and bestial. Scars covered half the creatures face, claws and blade cuts scattered across the chest and arms were adorned with tattoos to define them. It’s greaves and shoulder plates of bronze had spikes and blades with various etchings of skulls and horns, and even his giant blade carried a string of fangs and teeth from the pommel.


  The lady spy sidestepped close to a grouping of trees to use as obstacles and cover from the beast and eyed her vial of minkshadow she had stolen from an agent of the White Spider named Farrigus long ago. If need be, she could draw it off her belt and spill it to release a cloud of thick, nauseating black mist that would give her a head start to mount her stallion and escape. The dark brown horned terror charged at the trees, his horns lowered, but eyes fixed on the woman. The edge of its blade cut halfway through a young willow about as thick as herself, followed by it snapping from the impact of hundreds of pounds of minotaur. The willow began to fall, leaving a stump about four feet in height between her and the bloodied blade that had killed the others. Kaya stepped to the left again, keeping close to the trees, her shield deflecting a one handed swing from the beast. His steps slowed, cautious and calculated, placing both hands on the grip of the greatsword, his nostrils issuing several feet of steam with each breath.


  “Trees will run out, human.” a grin as wicked as she had ever seen crawled upon his jaw.


  Her blade trembled as she maneuvered to stay out of reach. “I wish no quarrel minotaur.”


  “None ever do.” his head careened around yet another bark covered obstacle between him and the woman he stalked.


  “I am friends with a minotaur, and he is near here, right behind me. A gray one, he will be most displeased should he find me in any bad form. He is much taller than you, and bigger. I would be careful and reconsider if I were you.” her voice carried no err of fear, lies were her specialty.


  “What is his name then, little woman?” the blade chopped out, striking off a large branch, mostly so he did not have to duck under anything to keep his steps in time with hers.


  “Saberrak the gray, and I have seen him kill much bigger beasts than you, you would be wise to...”


  “Show me to him then, I would much like to see my smaller cousin Saberrak.” despite his interest, the horned killer continued his hunt, chopping across quickly, this time taking the tip of Kaya’s steel shield off with the cut. Sparks flew upwards, shearing metal and screeching echoed in the cold forest.


  “I am traveling to meet him actually and ...”


  The minotaur lunged, and as he did, she slipped on the snow while backing up, landing firm on her rear. The shadow of the beast was over her, and a steel blade was tight under her chin. She looked at her shortsword, gauging where to place it in this creature as to escape. Terrified, tears began to well in her eyes, dried only by the cold breeze.


  “You have seen my prey, the gray minotaur known as Saberrak? Do not lie or I will take your head and enjoy watching your blood stain the ground.” his eyes had no care, no emotion save for hate and wickedness.


  “Yes, five days back, and I know where they are heading.” a small warm trickle of blood ran down her neck as she spoke, the blade of the minotaur had pressure on her throat that the slightest motion of speech cut the skin.


  “Take me to him and you live woman.” his nostrils flared, hoping she would deny and he could cut her pretty head off from its body.


  “Agreed.” the blade released and Kaya stood up, not daring to attack this killer.


  “The horse is tonight’s meal, it looks tired of carrying you. Needs a rest I think, unless you disagree.” the minotaur walked over toward the stallion, his greatsword drawn out. The horse began to whinny, as if trying to communicate with its rider, trying to send a message for help.


  Lady T’Vellon knew why this beast wanted to kill the horse, he wanted to make sure she could not run. Which is exactly what her mind told her to do now, yet her legs would not move, her body knew that to run would be certain death, no matter what her mind tried to say. She was paralyzed with fear, her thoughts were numb and confused as to her next move, and she always knew her next move. “No, I am sure the horse will be fine after…”


  The sound of steel through bone and flesh, the gurgling whine and gasp of her steed released as the minotaur drove the blade through its chest up to the hilt and withdrew it. Hot steam and blood pooled on the ground where the stallion fell, its legs kicking, mixing the blood and snow into an awful sight that brought tears to the woman’s eyes. “I am Chalas Kalaza of Unlinn, and I am the only warrior that can bring Saberrak back, or kill him. He is an escaped piece of property, a prized trophy, and dead or alive, he will be returning with me. You will take me to him.”


  Kaya stood, her legs trembling from shock and cold, her dark brown hair matted with snow and tears. She had but one chance, to lead him to Valhirst and get him into Johnas’ chambers where Heathen could throw him into the pit. Desperate thoughts wore her hopes down, for she knew that getting in herself after all that had transpired would be precarious indeed, but now with eight feet of horned beast having her hostage, Kaya began to see little more than futility. “I am Lady Kaya T’Vellon of Southwind Keep. Bringing me safe and unharmed to Valhirst will earn you much, Chalas Kalaza, and get you to the one you seek.”


  He pointed with the sword in one hand for the woman to start marching and he followed not more than six or seven steps behind her. This strange surface world with its cold and weakness held no interest for him. All that he knew was to bring Saberrak back to Unlinn as his glorious prize. The horned killer had his guide in place, knowing she would likely lead him into a trap. The moment he saw Saberrak, he thought, his blade will cut her down.


  



   


  James I:III 


  Valhirst Rural Hills


   


  In and out his visions were, black tunnels and bright lights. Carried at times by someone, and unable to discern motion at all the rest, of whatever this was, around him. James Andellis felt helpless, at the whim of something, weak and feeble, helpless to stand on his own mentally or physically. His dreams haunted him, something the wine usually drowned out for some time. Not now, the surreal sights of Lord Arlinne bleeding out on the battlefield recurred over and over, each time with more visual colors. The ogre were even larger and more fiendish, unstoppable as the nightmare changed from real events to a harsher reality in his conscience. His beatings at the hand of Avegarne resulted in his limbs being severed and placed back several times as the demon ogre repeatedly killed more and more soldiers of Southwind, as there seemed a never ending supply.


  “He’s trying to say something again, just stop for a moment Saberrak.” her elven voice pleaded for the minotaur to set him down, as they were right outside Valhirst anyway.


  “He moans nonsense and prayers constantly Shinayne. He’s a wino, a drunk, and it is just taking its toll.” Saberrak spoke in a weary tone. They had been on foot for the last day, the caravan had turned back as they had taken them as far as agreed. No father wanted his family near Valhirst, and especially with dangerous acquaintances such as these. The gray gladiator laid the man down on a small hilltop that was not covered in snow.


  James faded again, not able to hear the voices of his friends, nor feel the outside world. His mind swam in a dark pool of what smelled like blood and wine, ogre hands reaching for his tabard, trying to pull him down into the liquid he stood in. He went for his blade, yet there was nothing strapped to his side. The sky turned green with an oversized moon overhead, the white moon but a faint sliver in the sickly colored horizon. Black clouds swirled and rushed past, carrying swarms of crows cawwing a deafening melody that guided his attention somehow toward a mountain cliff of brown jagged stone. Trudging through arms and grasping hands of drowning ogre warriors, the knight began to scream for help, hoping he would be heard by someone. Closer he came in this dark place, setting his boots on solid ground, and then he saw it. The cliff overlooked the Western Waste, a thousand corpses being devoured by crows and rats, lay in the field below filled with ogre and man alike. Small children with digging tools were opening the earth and dragging the bodies slowly into them. Several children at a time grunted and groaned over this morass of carnage and horror, trying to bury what the scavengers had not eaten. James hit his knees, hearing the faint singing of a woman he could not see, but her melody beautiful, in a language he could not understand. The whole scene made his body tremble, then seeing his horse, mostly decayed, come trotting up toward him on the cliff. James began to scream, not for help, but for the madness of it all.


  “Why is he screaming like that? Is there nothing you can do? You are a priest, aren’t you?” Gwenneth had been ignoring this man as best she could, but now she began to feel pity for him. Some of the things he had said while having these seizures and dreams, in and out of consciousness, had been most frightening.


  “I am praying for him, give me silence please.” Azenairk was knelt at his side, hand on his chest, the other on his forehead. In his native tongue, the priest begged with Vundren, the father and Lord of his people, for mercy here to remove this knight’s afflictions and spare him should it be his will for useful purpose. He repeated the divine prayers normally given to those dying from injuries from war, as Zen saw it fitting to whatever this man had gone through to arrive at this state. The prayers of healing and removal of affliction caused a slight blue and gold light to emit from the dwarf’s hand, yet seemed to do nothing. He began again, head bowed over James, as the others watched in silence.


  James felt the cold hands caressing his legs, now standing in a graveyard overlooking deep caverns filled with ogre. His dreams had manipulated the landscapes of his memory, and the ground still sloshed with blood and wine up to his ankles in a place he had but seen twice. The sky was white now, the moons had shifted, casting a red illumination throughout his vision from the reflection off the crimson surface. Groans and growls echoed by the thousands from the black stone caverns far down the slope, and ogre arms and faces fought to be released from the marsh of blood and earth at his feet. James Andellis thought of hell, and if this was to be his next journey. Tears of red blood ran down his face, too terrified to scream in this insanity of ever changing scenery, he sat in the muck and drew his blade. The griffon pommeled broadsword was present now, and the blade drew out crisp and clean. He leaned his back upon one of the many headstones adorning the hill, those of his brethren and soldiers of Chazzrynn that had died over thirteen years ago. The fallen knight knew and felt the certainty that he had died, and this was the end, his final destination, his eternity for failure in life. He cared not for the horror of the clawed hands, or the ogre that spotted him from afar. He knew this for what it was. Turning to stand, broadsword out and ready to strike into his own chest, James read the epitaph on the stone he had rested on. “James of Andellis, Knight of Southwind Keep, Man of God, Child of Alden, Son of Chazzrynn. 308-331 AR”. His horrific agony could not be contained as he tried to destroy his own headstone in his tormented mind.


  “Tell us something Azenairk Thalanaxe, anything. He has not moved for over an hour now, is he going to live?” the elven noblewoman kneeled next to the dwarf who was still in prayer. James body was still, silent, laid on a hilltop overlooking Valhirst, covered in blankets and furs, what little they had. Saberrak and Gwenneth had started a fire and were watching the moons rise to the west as the sun set in the east over the sprawling coastal city.


  Zen rubbed his trimmed black beard and his shaved head,” He is at peace, the violent tremors have ceased yet he remains in deep sleep. He is in his Gods hands at this point, there is nothing more I can do but continue the prayers.”


  Shinayne placed her hand on his forehead, closed her eyes, and began to whisper an ancient fey prayer for the healing of the spirit. One usually said this prayer for those suffering from loss and grief of a partner or child, for someone who could not let go of the memory or ties to love that had to be severed. Most elves handle these feelings as they come, accepting them, and letting them pass for the decades it may take. From time to time, for even the wisest elven spirits, one can not let go as centuries of closeness is much harder to forget than any human could understand. Lady T’Sarrin had no idea of what or if James had something he had to let go of, yet she knew of nothing else she could do. “Mother of the earth and life, Seirena, be with this one as he travels darkly through this night of loss and pain. Take from him these thorned vines that keep the trees of life from him, remove his suffering, and replace his loss with your love and compassion. Father Siril, Lord of the mind and sky, free this man from himself, from his demons of the past, take from him all that he need not, and bless him with what he yet needeth.”


  The words were poetic and beautiful in the fey tongue, more like a melody than a prayer, and the others listened intently, though not understanding a word. Shinayne had never said that prayer, merely heard it many times, and had never prayed for anyone save another elf in all her life. Her hand remained on his brow, the place of conscience and doorway to the spirit in elven religion and belief. She admitted to herself she was not priestess, nor much of an avid worshipper even, but her beliefs were strong and that would have to be enough. Throught the night, she and Azenairk took turns in prayer, without sleep, never stopping once.


  Strange blue light emitted from over the hill, battle cries of ogre warriors and the clashing of weapons and breaking of bones rang from the valley behind the graveyard. James lifted his head, his clothes splattered with blood and torn from the ogre hands still grasping at him from the blood soaked ground deep in his terrible nightmare controlled mind. Picking himself up, dragging his steel shield and blade, the weary knight trudged down the hillside toward the light.


  The dream continued to change, long distances were covered in blinks of an eye, time slowed down to a crawl, only to be sped up toward the blue light in the valley of the ogre. James walked in slow motion it felt, past ogre killing each other, through battles of knights and soldiers who were long dead. As he approached the valley, the blue light was emitting stronger, from a man, the man he had seen chained to the pillar deep under Arouland while captured by the armies of Avegarne. He was swinging his chains wildly, the whipping blows bringing ogre after diseased ogre to their knees and into death. James realized he was dreaming to some degree, and that death here was but an illusion, yet the façade seemed very real. He was within reach of the flailing chains now, he was ignored or transparent to all that moved as they continued the horrific night battle. As the last ogre fell into the swamp of blood, the bodies were absorbed into the ground, some moving, some still and lifeless, ogre and soldier alike. The knight was numb now to the horror of it all, and barely felt the need to breath anymore.


  “Why am I here?”


  The bloody and dirty bearded hulk of a man stepped forward, chains dragging through the crimson sludge, his eyes glowing blue like the ocean in the sun. “You can not escape it, you bring yourself here. I ask you, why are you here?” His voice deep and resonating with power, lips not visible under his long beard.


  “I want to leave, I hate these dreams, but they won’t stop.” He hit his knees, sinking down in the bloody ground, leaning heavily on his blade.


  “If you were healed, they would stop. If you forget, they will as well. Should you decide, you may never return to this place.” The man sank down where he stood, and crouched next to James as he spoke, his eyes dulling a bit as he made eye contact.


  “Help me, whoever you are, I want to leave here.” the tears fell hard, the sobbing interrupted his words, yet something brought struggling air into his chest once again.


  “You know who I am. I am Annar, brother to Alden, we have met. Help yourself, James Andellis. You would heal an ogre king to save your men, suffer capture to save your lord, risk your life for friends or to defeat your enemies. Why not heal yourself and be free as well? You do all for those around you and nothing for yourself, save poisoning. Decide to live, you have been blessed since birth, you need not the help of anyone else my child. Believe you are worthy of life. I forgive you, protect my words, carry on from your past, pass on my story.” his voice was soft now, a deep whisper with only warmth.


  James looked to ask more, yet found it had all changed. Dawn was approaching, the ground was hard and cold, Annar was gone. There were no bodies, no war, no ogre hunting him like an animal like so many of his nightmares, yet he felt empty inside. Loneliness crept in, the kind that needed something or someone to fill it and keep it away. He concentrated on keeping it away, on being whole inside, gripping his blade till his hand hurt. His other hand glowed blue, yet he had not said any prayers, not even in his mind. For some reason he could not control or figure, James touched his hand to his chest though he had no injury, and asked for it all to go away, for the terror and sorrow to end, for something to work, just this once. The light hummed, coursed through his body, and disappeared as it did normally when he had healed others on the battlefield. His eyes drooped, he felt tired and drowsy like never before, he needed to lay back and sleep peacefully. And sleep peacefully he did, the grasses and vines wrapping gently around him, trees bending to shade him, and birds flying overhead to watch and protect him as their own. Like when he was born, yet James saw none of it.


  “His eyes are opening, they’re open Shinayne!” Zen had been praying and humming hymns of his temple for hours now, hoping this man would survive. His heartbeat had been fading, his breath shallow and almost non-existent for hours, and nothing would wake him it seemed. The minotaur had put the scroll next to him in the night and Zen had not said a word about it. Anything was worth a try as James was surely dying.


  The elven woman, followed by the minotaur and the young wizard, crept close to the knight as his eyes flickered open. His face was full of color, not the pale portrait of death and sickness he had become. Even his eyes had renewed blue it seemed, not clouded by bags of weariness, red from the wine and pain, there seemed peace in but a glance as he awoke to the morning light rising from the west behind him. They watched as he changed in front of them like nothing had happened.


  “Good morning. Where are we?”


  “Outside of Valhirst, ready to go in whenever you are.” Shinayne spoke softly, teary eyed, but glad to see him awake after the last few days of such sickness. The others stood over him, silent, but surely feeling the same.


  “What is your plan, Lady T’Sarrin?” James sat up slowly, felt for his blade, and smiled feeling it where it should be at his side.


  “I snuck in and secured a ship with Hithins, the vulture. Leaves in a few hours at midday for Harlaheim. The Bronze Harpy, good crew, Captain Dennilar the Crab, lives up to his name no doubt.” tears rolled down her face beside her smile, seeing him try to stand on his own. She would not share that they were planning on taking him to the closest Aldane mission in an hour, and leaving him to the priests so they could carry on their quest.


  “How many waiting for us?” James pulled his shield from the ground and strapped it tight, then drew his broadsword out, checking it for any dings or scratches. The others watched in amazement.


  “Dozens of soldiers and archers, surely assassins of the White Spider, and Hithins detected shapechangers moving about in several groups. The Prince controls the guard, but his Captain is rumored to be employed by the White Spider, and they know we are coming.” Gwenneth, still skeptical of his health, gave a slight, half hearted smile toward the knight and reminded him of their odds.


  “White Spider? I have heard of them for certain, not good we have crossed their attention. And we have less than a few hours til the ship leaves?”


  “Correct human. Can you walk?” Saberrak picked up the scroll from the wet furs that had kept James warm overnight.


  “If we go around the city and try to clear the walls closest to the dock, the whole of them could be waiting there and we would be acquired easily outside, bad idea. If we go straight through, they will have to keep it more contained and be more careful. I can lead if you wish, I know that side of the Valhirst well enough.” James smiled, raised his shield and began to march down the hill toward the high rising city.


  “Hrrmmph!” Saberrak snorted, arms folded as usual, “Where in the world did that come from?”


  “I don’t think the world had anything to do with it. Those of little faith are prone to such questions, my great horned friend.” Azenairk picked up his warhammer and followed the man down toward the danger that lay in wait. The others followed, waiting for James to slip or fall once again, and to their surprise, he did not.


  Saberrak looked at the scroll, then to the sky in wonder. He had never prayed, never knew much of Gods or religion besides quick stories of the soon to be dead brought into Unlinn. Arena life had little time for faith in anything not made of steel or made to kill. There were many questions about too many a thing that the gray gladiator now had. James Andellis and his miraculous recovery were but just the beginning. The minotaur tucked the scroll of Annar away in his pack and followed his strangely divine friends of the surface.


  



   


  Lavress I:IV 


  Sacred Chambers, Temple of the Whitemoon


  Relaxed and serene, Bedesh rested on the soft grass bed, eating grapes and drinking the honey wines brought to him by the multitude of fairy beings that lived in the underground temple. The hospitality was warm and full of love and spiritual peace here, he thought. There was so much warm light and many creatures of all shapes and sizes in harmony with one another. He had seen much of Kilbura, the great sphinx and priest of the temple, but the princess’ court was busy with sealed doors of oak root and vines. Lavress had entered to meet with Finwel-Dur, and only her handmaidens and priests were allowed in.


  The satyr felt strangely at ease, his nerves barely trembling, and the cold of the outside world had completely vanished. His thoughts gently drifted to Lady Shinayne and the others, wondering where they were, knowing they must have escaped the trolls and ogre that had swarmed them in the western wastes. Saberrak surely was watching out for her and the human knight that had challenged the legion of tusked warriors at the fields of Arouland. Bedesh had told Lavress of the battles and of Shinayne following him to Chazzrynn, but it was if he already knew, or had not the time to be distracted by it. He barely noticed, in his relaxed wandering mind, the naked women of the forest walking through the walls of earth and vine, almost floating down the stone steps into the inner temple. Three of them, pale skinned, long red and green forest curls with flowers of various colors seeming to sprout from their locks, all looking at him and smiling as they passed through the door to the princesses private domicile. Despite wearing nothing to cover themselves, the fey women of the forest looked as regal as any noble he had ever laid eyes upon. The forest satyr, many months from home, felt peace and sleep come over him after but a glance from the three sultry and divine dryads of the temple. And his eyes closed.


  Lavress remained on a knee, his head bowed before the twisted roots that formed the face of Seirena, Goddess of the earth, of life, and of the beauty of the fey. The incense burned, candles cast green and orange light throughout the circular room, and the sounds in ancient tongues whispered from fairy, to sphinx, to dryad, and even the sprites that gathered the foods of the forest and maintained the decorations. They spoke of the three books of ancient high elven magic, ones that could not ever be duplicated and that sat on the small stone table atop the earthen floor of the temple. They glowed with their golden light, bound in gold and etched in elven so old that Lavress could not make out a word. He knew also, that many concerns were spoken of the fourth book and where the renegade noble elf, Eliah Shendrynn, could be taking it. The high protector of this temple, as there were seven on this continent that the wild elf was aware, stared at him in silence. Also a member of the Hedim Anah, Jevendial of the Greenbanyans pack was as tall as Lavress, but his smooth brown canine appearance marked him as a hiroon, a wise and powerful wolf lord found only in hiding around temples as they had but less than a hundred in their race remaining. The hiroon were deadly in their hunting packs and with blades, their enemies rarely saw them coming until it was too late. Centuries ago, the Altestan empire sought out to destroy most lesser races of the forests and moons, and the hiroon wolf lords were among the hardest and most enduring of the tribes, so the Altestani targeted their women instead and left them to this continent to face extinction. Lavress knew their tales, respected their abilities of hunting and battle, yet felt great sorrow in their presence.


  The canine protector spoke slowly in elven. “Lavress Tilaniun, you come to the temple with great gifts, with honor, and with much on your heart. You are hunted by the Nadderi, by a lover, and by your own past. What can ease your spirit?”


  Lavress rose to stand, gestured by the hiroon guardian. As he did, the sphinx Kilbura, and the princess of the temple were suddenly there in front of them, bowing as he rose, sitting in their ornate chairs of root and leaf. The songs of the fey in the room choired by the dryads behind him seemed to invoke a spirit beyond the presence already covering such a sacred and ancient place as this. The wood elf hunter touched his heart, brow, and then his chin as a sign of service, love, and respect to the keepers of the temple, and bowed his head once again. “I am at peace and ease great hiroon, I wish only to serve the Whitemoon further.”


  “You shall have that chance for certain. I was asking about you and those around you.” Jevendial walked closer, his hand on his heart, his long curved blade tapping his fur. He met Lavress’ eyes evenly, his brown dark canine eyes staring into the wood elf’s round vibrant array of browns and topaz. “You do not wish to speak of Lady Shinayne or your past with her and her family. Your focus gives you distraction to avoid such thoughts. It will need to be dealt with on the inside, lest it take form on the outside, great hunter.” his tail wagged slowly, and his dark brown short fur moved with the breeze of nowhere within the temple.


  Lavress bowed again. “Thank you wise one, I will consider the matter and ask for Seirena’s guidance.”


  The choir of otherworldly and uplifting fey music stopped, and all eyes of the sphinx, the hiroon, the dryads, the fairies, sprites, and the wood elf hunter, turned to face the princess on her throne of earth and nature. Her form was aglow with faint green and blue, her eyes dazzled like etchings of diamond had been placed within the blue orbs, and her winged form sat powerfully enchanting over all, despite her three feet in height. Waves of blonde danced around her translucent wings as the breeze seemed to ebb and flow from nowhere with her smile and through her hair. Finwel-Dur was one of the sisters of the chosen daughter Lanaru-Fin, who was reputed in elven myth as the first child of Seirena and Siril in a union that took place thousands of years ago in a sacred grove outside Kilikala, homeland of the elves. When the queen passed on last millenium, her sisters inherited the temples of the Whitemoon while the sacred groves passed to the children of Siril, the highborne elves of the north. While the fey saw this as a strength to the Order of the Whitemoon, the elves of Kilikala, Gualidura, Shalokahn, and other elven kingdoms, fought and waged verbal wars on many political and noble levels over the sacred and enchanted places of their history. The T’Sarrin family and the Sassari family held a private war, one that led Lavress to meet Shinayne and place her parents in hiding when she was still very young. There were many things that she did not know, that he could not tell her, and that she would want to see undone. All over lands that children of the Gods passed to mortals, spiritual places that had been stained by greed and power.


  “You think deeply of her, and often. Tell me Lavress of the Hedim Anah, why do you not seek her now?” Finwell’s voice was like a flash of light that could not be ignored, music in words, soft and powerful, and it reached into his mind and heart with ease. Her gaze brought a smile. Not of his own as he focused on his composure, but one against his will with love and life that her very presence commanded.


  “I have matters of duty here, princess. My loyalty is to the temple and the order, the lady must understand that.” the elf bowed again as he spoke, keeping gaze with this hers.


  “She does, and that is one of the things she admires most in you, but she, like myself, can see beyond that and into your heart. Women have this gift, and many more that I am sure you are aware.” laughter rolled from those gathered as Finwel-Dur smiled and pointed her finger playfully as the wood elf’s blushing face.


  “I am aware your highness and I will acknowledge that I keep my emotions deep as to focus on what needs be done at the moment, for the heart can distract.” his face warm and flush, very obvious even in such light as this and even on his tan skin. Lavress glanced at the books on the small pedestal hoping to change the subject.


  The sphinx sat down on all four legs, stretched out and comfortable, looked at the fey princess, and began to speak. “Princess, Lavress Tilaniun has encountered Eliah Shendrynn in the south and managed to recover three of the four stolen books of high elven magic. The task was undoubtedly dangerous and tiring, should we now try and locate where he and the fourth book have gone to?”


  “How did the renegade noble elf escape you, hunter of the Hedim Anah?” her gaze intent on him, full of interest and care. Several pixies flitted past, leaving a small glass of wine and a tray of fresh berries and herbs.


  “His guards were of no trouble my lady, yet his skills in the arts were powerful indeed. Through his distracting spells, I was able to get close enough to attain three books, but he had opened a portal in an ancient cavern shrine. I had no way to follow, and the fourth book was in his hand. I have tracked this one for decades, and watched his movements in and around the Sassari family in Shalokahn. He has sought to weaken the rule of Kilikala and assist that rival family in many political endeavors. I would hope to have the chance to find him again, should we be able to locate him.” the hunter was eager to offer his services to complete what he left unfinished, and to see justice done for far more crimes than even the order was aware.


  “We have located him, hunter of Gualidura, and he is north of Shalokahn now, in Caberra. The portal in the old mountain shrine to the Gimmorians took him out of sight from the wizards and elves that hunt him, but not from us. This temple can get you near, close enough to possibly intercept him if we close the circle soon. Would you be willing to perform such a task for the Order of the Whitemoon once again?” Finwel-Dur already knew the answer to that, seeing Lavress’ eyes light up.


  “Of course princess, I look forward to it.”


  Finwel-Dur cast a glance at Jevendial the wolf lord, and he nodded and walked out of the sacred chamber toward the main temple. He cast a glance and a smile to Lavress in passing, his hand securely on the grip of his scimitar. The princess returned her gaze to the elven hunter. Her eyes were not as full of unbridled joy as they were moments past.


  Kilbura the sphinx spoke softly yet stern, “We have a most unwelcome guest approaching the temple grounds. Prepare to close the circle and protect the princess.”


  



   


  Exodus I:X 


  White Spider Underground, Valhirst


  “God is the absence of fear, the blind trust in mercy and hope, the guidance of love and charity, and the sacrifice of all for his blessing. Alden is the one God; his pain was given freely to man so that man had to endure it no more.”- from the Aldane texts found atop the Holy Pirradan Cliffs in Altestan, author unknown, labeled as blasphemy by the Altestani emperors.


   


  The swordsman spy from Harlaheim, and new captain of the city guard in Valhirst, watched for his moment to sneak into her chambers unseen. Balric D’Vrelle moved his lithe form around one corner to the next corridor silently and swiftly, noting the sleeping minotaur and young guards of the Prince busy conversing over last night’s raucous at the One-eyed Mermaid gambling hall. His hand on his saber, as much to keep it from breaking silence as to be ready should he have to kill anyone to get his lover out of this place. He had heard that Vanessa Blackflame would be the wizard assigned to stop the troupe from the west in Valhirst, and also to follow should they make open water. The brave Harlian man knew he had been posted away from her for reason, and that he would not be able to follow by ship or abandon his position to remain at her side. He knew the prince was on to him, and that he was being followed and watched. Not being his first mission for Bishop Javiel of Harlaheim, he said a silent prayer to Alden for mercy and hope that he had learned enough, and that he could save the woman of his heart’s desire from this tragic life of slavery. No one, not even the bishop here, drunk that he was, nor Vanessa, knew of his position within the church of the Aldane. Balric intended on it staying that way until he was safely back in his country.


  Pulling the key from his belt, slipping it into the lock carefully, the spy waited, his hand wiping the beads of sweat from his brow. The torchlight went out down the hallway deep underground, meaning his archers had positioned themselves as ordered. He had taken the city guard he had thought loyal to their city and Chazzrynn, not the obvious implanted ones by Johnas, and told them in secret that a doppelganger had guised as the prince and taken control of the city. They had him covered on the most direct route out north, for he and Vanessa alone, and he had sent for passage on a merchant ship bound for Harlaheim named the Bronze Harpy. He had also sent message to Vanessa that the preparations for the attack were to be put back one day due to scout reports stating severe snowfall would slow the fugitive group’s travel to Valhirst. Balric did not care for any scroll or capture and ransom of any nobles, just that the doppelgangers and archers were not ready and he could escape quickly. He assured that Vanessa would be in her chambers, rather than awaiting an ambush ordered by the prince. His plan had little time before the White Spider caught on, so he moved quickly.


  The door creaked open, candlelight illuminating the hallway, torchlight from the room as well. He thought for a moment, Vanessa never used a torch in her room. Movement from inside sent him into drawing his saber, his left hand pulled the door shut behind him. Inside was Vanessa, sitting quietly in her chair by her vanity, the Prince with his emerald pommeled blade at her throat and two guards moving toward him. Johnas had that grin, the one of the devil himself with fine features under a head of blonde hair, a head that Balric wished to take right here. The young man on the left lunged his blade at the captain of the guard, easily parried aside. Balric stepped in close on his attacker, using his outstretched body for cover from the older guard. “Vanessa run!!”


  Perfect strikes from his sword pushed the young man back, and then Balric let up his pursuit intentionally, and the boy lunged again. This time a saber cut the approaching tip down, then cut up across the guard’s chest and landed point first into his ribs and he was back on guard in one fluid motion. The guard screamed in agony, blood from a deep cut and puncture staining his clothing and the floor. The second guard cut across at the spy’s shoulder, nicking some armor and cutting his black clothing, leaving a small sting on the tip of his ear. The follow up point came toward Balric’s face, which was parried aside and followed with a punch to the man’s nose, immediately knocking him back. The Harlian followed with a kick to the groin, and as his opponent fell he plunged his weapon downward between collarbone and neck, finishing him quickly.


  “Ah ah ah, careful captain. Or should I say, assassin?” Johnas tapped Vanessa’s throat with the tip of his enchanted blade. “I have been shot down with twenty arrows, well, my duplicate was anyway. Did you know about the shapechanger that guises as me for protection? What strange irony and coincidence with your plot to kill me.”


  The brave swordsman stared, pointed his blade at the prince, and walked very slowly toward him. “Let us talk with our blades, Johnas. I care not for words from the mouth of a snake.” he had thought of drawing his shortblade, then thought it more chivalrous to defeat him one sword to another.


  Sparks flew in the elaborately designed bedchamber, the enchanted glowing kris blade of the prince met with intensity that of the saber of the northern spy. Parry after parry, the patriarch of the White Spider could not get past Balric’s defense, and step after quick step, neither could the swordsman cut the Prince. The two danced circles around Vanessa, tied to her own chair, Johnas cutting fast toward the swordarm of his adversary only to be countered with quick flicks of the wrist and crosspiece. Balric cut back, feigning to lunge, falling short, then lunging again twice and piercing the Prince’s thigh. Sidestepping in pain, Johnas cut down across the left shoulder of his assassin, through the chain armor he wore under his garb. Steel rang loudly and echoed rapidly as the Harlian spy unleashed a flurry of crosscuts and short attacks, backing the prince into a corner. His saber cut high twice, then he let his guard down, ducked the obvious attack at his neck and the second was parried as it came to his abdomen. Seeing his target, Balric plunged his saber into Johnas’ chest, missing the heart and landing near the left shoulder, but still piercing deep and out the other side. The prince winced in pain, cut down with his right, snapping the saber blade with a chop cut, and then slashing across Balric’s chest. The blade glowed green and cut unnaturally deep through armor and flesh.


  The door flung open, cracking into the wall behind it, and Heathen marched in, great curved blade drawn and ready to strike the head from the spy’s neck. He grabbed Balric’s hair, lifting him off the ground and away from the Prince, and raised his blade above the bleeding man.


  “No, Heathen, stop!” Johnas was gasping from the fight and the pain in his pierced shoulder. “We have much to ask the captain of the guard, I need him alive. Fetch the royal priest to my throne room in the castle and take him to the prison.” Johnas Valhera stood up, sheathing his sword, and walked out of the room calmly, but still wincing despite victory. His regal cape was stained with blood, and his armor and clothing shined black from the injury he had received. “Vanessa, get the archers and the doppelgangers ready. Farrigus is in place, I need to know that we have them no matter what way they come into the city or try to reach the docks. This little diversion has put us behind schedule. Understood?!”


  “Yes my Prince.” Vanessa bowed her head, and looked at Balric with her head held low. She got up, the ropes falling off without effort, for they were never tied. She made short eye contact with the Harlian man she had been sneaking away with for so long now. The black robed wizard walked out of her chamber. “I am sorry my love, so sorry.” not a tear, no eye contact, and she continued her pace uninterrupted to do her Prince’s bidding.


  The tears did fall, quietly, calmly, from the bleeding spy as he was carried by the red minotaur through underground tunnels. Without a sword as Heathen had taken the shortblade, bleeding and in need of care, his heart broken like his saber, and betrayed, Balric D’Vrelle was thrown into a small filthy cell and locked behind rusty bars under Valhirst.


  “I warned you, Harlian, I warned you.” Heathen shook his one horned head, then threw in some rags and ointment from a desktop for him to tend to his own wounds. The prison reeked of the dying, and now there was one more on his way.


  “Let me go, Heathen, you are a slave! Johnas is evil beyond redemption! Help me get out before they kill me!” his pleading fell on deaf ears, the minotaur shaking his head once more.


  “They will not kill you. It will be far worse my friend, far worse. I am sorry.” at that, the guardian of the most ruthless and powerful man in Valhirst walked away, his head held low, trying to ignore the pleas for help from a man he actually had liked. Perhaps the only man.
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  The western side of Valhirst was open with traffic of merchants and guards, yet James Andellis paid no mind to anything but the destination. His steps were long and quick, his breathing perfect, and he felt like he had purpose, or was at least seeking it here and now. He felt rested, fed, awake, like years before the war that had put him down for so long. He looked at the feathered cross on his tabard and said silent thanks to Alden, the Lord of Heaven, for his recovery. To his lost and mysterious brother Annar, James did not know what to believe.


  “James, slow down, you will draw suspicion to us by marching through at such a pace.” Shinayne whispered loudly, the others keeping pace behind her. She glanced at Zen and Gwenneth, catching the same worried looks as her own, and then she looked at Saberrak. His stern face poised and stoic behind the tattoos under his eyes, marching in step, focused the same as the knight in the lead. “Great, we have two men that do not listen now, they can take them all on then.”


  “Don’t think the chatter will do any good elf, they seem to be on a mission. Looks good so far, let’s keep up, shall we?” the dwarven priest watched the walls and battlements as he hurried, not too trusting of human cities, let alone ones with such foul reputations as this one. The smell and shadow seemed to be as thick as the crowded, impoverished, coastal metropolis of Valhirst.


  “I sense nothing in the realm of the arcane at work right now, just keep toward the docks. Once we are safely on the Carisian Sea, Harlaheim is but six days.” Gwenne held her black crystal and gold wand in one hand, her dark oak etched staff in the other. She had attuned her senses to magical auras before they entered and protected her flesh with arcane energies should anyone try to surprise them. Maintaining the energies was simple, even at a brisk walk, and she smiled feeling underestimated again. If her mother could see now what she was capable of, perhaps she would have let her leave long ago.


  Stares began to linger, seeing a hurried group with a gray minotaur, a golden haired noble elf, and the rest all together close. Saberrak and James paid it no mind, keeping to the main roads, ignoring any and all guards for the sake of speed. James realized the gray gladiator was now next to him, striding abreast of him, walking side by side. The veteran knight felt his strength and confidence rise with the unspoken presence of Saberrak beside him. Each step, he felt less alone, less at risk, and more aware of his surroundings, though he dare not say a word to the horned warrior. He did not know if it was scroll or axe that bolstered him, and he did not need to know.


  They turned a corner, following the merchant stands in the cold midday breeze, the smell of salt water and sound of winter waves crashing were their guides. A pair of guards, dressed in the black tabards with red falconheads, shields armed and halberds high, moved in front of the two warriors leading the other three. The soldiers of Valhirst presented their arms to the knight. “Halt soldier of Southwind Keep, what is...” his body flew airborne nearly fifteen feet and landed into a fishmongers shop, his shield and weapon scattered. Saberrak smiled, his hand now going for his axe after the throw. James stepped to the side toward the other guard who was lowering the blade of his polearm. The knight slammed the steel head of the weapon with his shield, drew his broadsword, and pounded the man in the head with the pommel of the griffon hilted blade, knocking him out and to the ground hard. The two warriors kept moving, knowing that any obstacle was most likely their enemies trying to hold them up and report to someone they did not want to encounter.


  “Well, so much for subtlety. They know we are here now.” the elven swordswoman drew her blades simultaneously, quickstepping to catch up to the minotaur and the knight. She saw the priest ready his shield, take a few breaths as he walked with eyes closed, and loose his warhammer from his belt.


  The breeze turned into a warm wind, unnatural and misty, whipping up debris and dust and snow alike. Gwenneth concentrated on her energies and her awareness as far as she could. She felt something, not arcane magicks or enchantments, but different. Whatever it was, breathed and moved, compromised strong sources of something not entirely normal. “We have shapechangers ahead, watch the left street and the balconies!”


  “How many?!” the horned warrior reached by a nearby armorer, lifting a single edged greataxe from the table with his left hand, ignoring the threats and commotion it left behind. There were yells of guards, thieves, and soon dozens were in pursuit of the five fugitives. Saberrak knew the man had many more weapons, he just needed this one for right now.


  “Seven maybe eight!” Gwenneth yelled, chanting in arcane tongue after, her wand and staff each glowing green now.


  “I see archers on the guard towers by the docks, how many I can not tell with this mist and wind, Gwenneth.” Shinayne was moving ahead now, passing James and Saberrak ahead on the left side of the alley they had turned down.


  “And they will have trouble seeing us elf. I have a little surprise for them should they open fire. Do not worry, that is my wind.” her grin, which no one saw, was one of joy at the possibility of unleashing something painful at anyone that stood in her way.


  “Doors opening from the warehouse on the right, careful now.” Azenairk said another murmured prayer to Vundren, blessing the battle that was about to ensue. Knowing they were being trailed, stalked from rooftops, and heading toward guards of Valhirst and shapeshifters unseen, Zen prayed for his allies as well.


  The troupe was not about to stop, but found that their passage in this alley was blocked by ten men, one of them pointing a longsword and a dagger at them, smiling behind his grizzled shave, eyepatch and scars. “You are under arrest and are ordered to follow me to Prince Johnas Valhera. I hope you do not go peacefully.” Farrigus smiled a wicked grin and nodded to his men to move in. He then nodded to the rooftops, where several black eyed pale men scaled down the walls, their hairless forms barely covered in loose white clothing, emotionless, detached, and thin of frame. The doppelgangers raced down the sides of the buildings with ease, fearless and quick.


  Farrigus looked to the elven woman with a devious eye. “Kill the men and the beast, save the women for me.”
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  The lady known as Jade of the West by the White Spider crept into the basement entrance of the old ruined church. Kaya felt the hot breath of Chalas Kalaza on her neck, and his hatred of her was a presence that she could not deny. The foul smell of the underground tunnel dragged Lady T’Vellon away from the shadow that the horned beast cascaded behind her. Cobwebs formed in the corners where no one walked in this old place, and the lantern was still in the same spot from years ago in her training. Kaya lit the wick with her flintstick, and the passage of crumbling rock gave way to stairs winding further down. Her thoughts swam with what could happen when she emerged into the heart of the White Spider, the throne room of Johnas. All she cared for was that she be spared and that enough guards were there to put this killer into the pit for his daring to abduct her. This creature had no conception of nobility, the outside world, or what he was about to endure at the hands of the deadliest assassins on the continent.


  “Keep moving woman, you do not want me restless for I am hungry for many things.” Chalas snorted with his scarred mouth of yellow teeth and pulled her hair with a sharp tug to keep her attention. His right hand never left the hilt of his blade, and his dark ivory curled horns scraped the ceiling at various spots reminding her always of his close proximity. The murderous brute could taste blood in the air, human blood. He had been painted with it from his fallen enemies many a time.


  “We are almost there. This stair leads down to the main corridor and then to Heathen who guards the inner chamber of my Prince. He will know where this other minotaur is, then we part ways.” her boldness grew stronger as she came closer to her allies, closer to Johnas Valhera.


  “If you think I can not smell your treachery in the air, think again girl. You had better have twenty men in there if you hope to be rid of me. If you try anything at all, you will wish all I did was kill you.” This time he pulled her long hair and spun her around, forcing her eye to eye as he crouched to her level. Her shortblade drew out, pointed right at his chest, trembling. Anger erupted from her slate blue eyes.


  “I have held up to my end of this, bastard, now let me go!” through gritted teeth she bit at him with threatening words that held no bluff whatsoever.


  Chalas grinned again, eyeing her up and down. “That’s more like it woman, angry, good. I look forward to taking that out of you, slowly and painfully.”


  Her shoulder shrugged away, turning defiantly and stomping toward the stone steps with pure evil behind her. Down the stairs the light floated, through an alcove and into a long corridor, where she had expected to see a great red minotaur waiting, but there was none. The double iron doors stood quiet and shut with no one to greet them. “Strange, there should be someone here.”


  “Then go and open it.”


  “They will kill me for entering before being recognized and announced, idiot.” Kaya raised her weapon again, slowly moving ahead, anxious to find out what had happened.


  “What a shame, open it anyway.” his hot breath was mirrored by the sound of steel being drawn, a subtle threat that he meant to keep. “Unless you would like these walls to be covered in your blood now?”


  “Very well, fool, but this could mean both our deaths.”
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  Farrigus lunged ahead again, this time getting a little closer with the dagger, yet still not passing the elven woman’s defenses. Her shortblade crosscut, knocking both his blades aside, then with her curved longblade, Shinayne cut across toward the man’s face. He ducked and spun, positioning himself with space between them and came back on guard. The elven swordswoman glanced at her allies, busy fending off doppelgangers who now had sharp bones protruding from their wrists used as weapons. The city guard that swarmed around the minotaur and James. She knew she had little time to dispatch this arrogant human leader, for surely more enemies in this cursed city were en route.


  Azenairk Thalanaxe backed up a step, his shield high as the ominous creatures weaved their bony blades in a dance of sorts and closed in. Their faces pale blue-white and unsettling with the unblinking and enlarged solid black eyes with no pupils, their fanged mouths and pointed ears focused on the dwarf. He charged ahead, pushing one into the wall. His shield made contact hard, forcing him to regain his balance as he realized nothing was there, the creature had vanished. Zen looked down to see the head of the shapechanger on the long serpentine body of a snake at his feet. He kicked it square in the face, sending it skittering down the alley, where by flight’s end, it was upright and formed on two legs again. It turned, blue blood dripping from its mouth, and hissed as bones slowly rose from the wrists through the flesh. “These fiends do not fight fair!” the priest deflected more attacks from the second one, turned low and swung up from the ground landing the head of the hammer under it’s chin. The doppelganger landed on its back, hitting the cobblestone with a crack of bone and slap of flesh. Trapped in the tightening alley, Zen felt unsure about the fight at hand.


  Green light flashed from the dark oak staff, causing the three men around her to blink several times and try and rub something out of their eyes. “Gennerias delfe demiri!” her hand pointed at each of them for a moment and young Lazlette walked forward past them, confident in their demise. A second later, three flashes of orange light erupted as clothes on the guards burst in flame sending stench and scream up the alleyway. Another guard charged her, lunged and chopped into her thigh with his saber. The clang of metal on metal echoed in between the high walls of dockside. Gwenne smiled wryly, noting her protections well concentrated upon made her flesh much like steel. The shocked guard reared up for another attempt, two hands on his blade this time. Her wand aimed point blank at his face and unleashed a white blast of heat and steam, knocking him down into fits of screaming agony.


  The misty warm wind continued to shade the area in gray haze protecting them from the archers, the sound of battle soaring from the loud inner city. James ducked under a heavy slash from one of the young guards. His shield blocked the second attack and his broadsword countered with a quick cut into the boy’s ribs, and back across his chest, the steel slicing clean through. Standing to the knight’s left, Saberrak hacked both axes into the shoulders of his human enemy. Dropping him to his knees, the minotaur kicked him into the one charging behind, sending them both to the stone street. The force of the minotaur kick crushed whatever life was left out of the young guard, and before the other could get to his feet, he was cut down by two axeblades that buried deep in his chest. James followed behind the advancing gladiator, deflecting with his shield arm, then stabbing steel through the men on his right. Axes cut across necks and legs of those charging the knight from his flank, while perfect parries and short stabs and pointwork from the broadsword did their deeds on the left side. The knight and the minotaur moved ahead in advancing circles, slicing men down where they stood, pushing them back or cutting them to the streets now red with death.


  Shinayne countered the longsword from Farrigus with her shortblade, and then cut diagonal from his shoulder to his thigh. The blade was stopped by a reverse held dagger, the steel screeching as the two locked together their four blades and pushed. The elven swordswoman felt her feet giving, feigned a look of distress as best she could, then fell into a backroll. Her longblade swung wide and arced across to deflect any pursuing attacks from the scarred assassin, who did indeed pursue. Her elven shortblade plunged deep into his stomach, making contact with what could only be his spine, then she spun on her heel, crouched low, bringing both blades whirling across the mans thighs, leaving two deep lacerations on each. Farrigus stumbled back, hurling his dagger as he fell, the tip landing deep in her bicep through the elven chainmail and leather guard. The man lay down, bleeding and helpless but to crawl, and the elf stood up, removing the dagger and holding her arm tight to her body, warm blood in the cold air caressing her left side. She raised her curved longblade, and made for the nearest doppelganger crawling over Zen.


  The warhammer pounded again, splitting the head of the disturbing creature in three, yet it began to slowly reform as the others did, growing back together as flesh and bone became whole. He spun to the next one, finding himself quickly surrounded, and smashed its face with his shield, then thudding the hammer into it’s chest sending it to the ground. Yet again, it rose, hissing in pain, now walking on four legs, shaped like a prowling cat of hairless white flesh and fangs, adorned with bony bladelike protrusions and pointed ears. Zen felt a sharp pain in his calf, and then another as the swarm began to pounce and pierce their weapons into his open areas not covered with plate armor. His weapon swung again, making contact with, and splattering blue ichor all over himself from the close proximity. Then the motion stopped, white lights flashed in a garble of arcane tongue and then screeches from the fanged maws of the four that crawled about him. The doppelgangers froze, their skin turning scaly and dry, eyes glossing with gray cloud over black, and fell solid like stone to the ground. The dwarf looked up, seeing Gwenneth with her black hair swirling in the unnatural winds, her eyes of green aglow with energies and light that matched her staff and wand. She kept chanting, and the stone hardened like a prison being molded over them, through them, and then they cracked and fell to chunks of crumbling rock. As she began to stumble from exhaustion, the priest limped to his feet and let her lean on him to remain standing. The glow faded and Zen could see the weariness in her face, felt her body weighing on his. He walked her quickly toward the approaching elven swordswoman.


  “Time to move Saberrak! Make us a path!” the priest yelled toward the knight and the gladiator, seeing Shinayne injured, and the wizard leaning on him for support. Gwenneth maintained the obscuring haze that now did not even allow sight above ten feet in the air. Her eyes barely open, but still holding on to her spells in place.


  James plunged his broadsword into the chest of the last guard standing, blood spurting from the mans mouth as his saber fell to the ground next to many others who were either bleeding out, crawling away, or meeting God already. “The path is clear priest, but not for long. How bad is she?” James was panting, feeling to see if the cut on his shoulder was as serious as the bleeding arm of the elf.


  “Let me stand dwarf. I just need some time on that ship, is it close?” Zen let go of Gwenneth who struggled to walk on her own with the help of her staff, waving her hand to dismiss any assistance as she looked ahead.


  “Five more streets then turn left. I am fine, just get us there before more arrive James.” Shinayne sheathed her blades, and held her arm tight to try and slow the bleeding.


  Saberrak looked back as they walked, noting the dead shapechangers, the dying men, and those still trying to survive. Sixteen lay in the bloody mess of weapons that decorated the cobblestone dockside streets of Valhirst, and he thought of his home in Unlinn. This was everyday and everynight where he was from, and how he missed being outnumbered three to one and walking away unscathed by his enemies. A small grin escaped his focused visage, and he followed his friends toward the docks and his first view of ships.
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  Darkness swayed in the great chamber of the underground of Valhirst, torches and candles fought with lanterns to give off a glow through the blackness. No one. Kaya, who had entered through the left door of course, saw no one here for the first time. She had thought of opening the right door and hoping her captor would fall to his death, but thought better of it. The black throne sat empty, no guards or agents to be seen, only faint whimpering from behind the seat of the Prince. The floor held the great ivory design of a spider, the pit reeked of decay and rot, the sofas and chairs sat staring blankly at empty tables, and not even the air had much to tell.


  “Where are your acquaintances, Lady Kaya?” Chalas breathed it more than spoke, his blade tip dragging on the ground as he walked about, a small reminder that he was ready to kill her at any moment.


  “Hello!? Heathen? Johnas?” she seemed more afraid now of appearing false than ever, and the lady spy was used to being involved in the most twisted webs of deceit and keeping her composure, but this was different. She had never had an eight foot horned killer holding death over her, it was she that had always held the death card. Kaya set down the lantern and drew her shortblade, as much for her worry about what may have happened as for what may happen in a moment.


  Black robes and dark hair over a wet tan face walked from behind the throne, a young woman with a wand raised and glowing red. “Who stands in the dark without recognition?” the girl looked as if she had been crying, eyes puffed out and glossy, her neck still with streams of tears.


  “Jade of the West and …..ally, here to see Prince Johnas. Is that you, Vanessa?” Kaya recognized the girl from the shadows, yet it had been many years since she had turned into a woman, she wondered what sort of position she retained within the White Spider.


  “Kaya T’Vellon.” the voice was that of an anxious and approaching Johnas Valhera. “The most wanted woman in the kingdom of Chazzrynn, here to see me at last.” his blade was covered in blood, down to the hilt, and he produced a towel from his belt and began to clean the green glowing exquisite weapon. “You have survived Southwind Keep I see, and what news do you bring your Prince?”


  Kaya noticed the bloodstain on his shoulder, but that he was very relaxed for a change, not the nervous scheming bastard she remembered. “We have lost the keep, Johnas. The church has too many eyes and ears, as does my brother Alexei. There was an issue with a scroll that I set up well, but it was disrupted by forces beyond my...”


  “I have that situation being handled as we speak, the group with the scroll is here in Valhirst. It is most valuable indeed, even the Altestani are aware of it.” Johnas sheathed his blade and sat to rest on his throne. “And who is your guest? A bodyguard, slave, or corrupt soul like the rest of us?”


  The huge brown skinned killer stepped forward, nodding so slight to barely be noticed, his blade still in one hand. “Chalas Kalaza of Unlinn, no slave, no bodyguard, and I care not for anything or anyone here. The only reason I am here is to find Saberrak the gray, and bring him back to his master. You know of this minotaur, he is here, tell me where.” his stare met the Prince dead on, never flinching, watching as he saw a red minotaur out the corner of his eye enter through another hidden entrance.


  “Quite demanding, Chalas, what do you offer for this kinsman of yours? I accept gold, hostages, and slaves, even platinum or rare stones.” Johnas nodded to Heathen to take up his usual spot by the main doors and the pit. Hand on the hilt of his great scimitar, he walked behind the larger and younger brown minotaur.


  “I offer nothing, and if you let that one-horned, dishonored, old wretch walk behind me again, I shall kill him and toss his remaining horn at your feet.” Anger flared, mixed with disgust, as the brown stared at Heathen, eyeing his broken horn. He spat after eyeing his old scars, his age from head to toe, and his disgrace in serving a human.


  “Careful visitor, Heathen has killed more men than you can imagine, I may enjoy seeing your arrogance put to the pit.” Johnas realized that this one was much bigger, younger, stronger, and more eager for blood than his bodyguard had been in almost two decades since the Prince was young. Either way, he would take advantage of who won and benefit from death, as he always had.


  Heathen stood, deep in thought, listening to the arrogant competitors speaking of his fate as if he were not even present, and in fact he was not. His orders, all the people he had put to death, his one loss to a minotaur in the north, and now the prince who he had served for nearly three decades was bartering with his life as if he were a mere possession. All these years he had been the fear behind the Prince’s word, the blade of his wrath and decrees, and the enforcer of his will. The old red warrior reached into his belt pouch, pulled out the key he had taken, and placed it on a lantern ledge and feigned to lean on it for support. He stared at Vanessa until she looked back, making sure the prince did not notice, but letting her know where the key was as he patted his hand and nodded. He had fought his kind before, and this beast of a warrior was intimidating, even to his veteran composure. Heathen knew he had better out move and out think him to have any chance. He had thought of several prideful retorts to the insults this brown kinsman was making, but he had neither the care nor energy to voice them.


  The side door to the rest of the underground complex of the White Spider flung open, showing a bleeding Farrigus, limping through, longsword in hand. “My Prince, they have made it to the docks!”


  Johnas stood up slowly, pacing, staring at the floor and tapping his fingers gently on the emerald pommel of his sword. His brow furrowed in deep concentration. “And how did this occur, dear Farrigus?” the thought of what usually resulted in such failure came across his mind, thrusting his blade through the man would be satisfying, yet Farrigus had killed many and done well in the past. The prince waited for an answer, not much caring about the bleeding man, just what information he could offer.


  “The wizard, Lazlette, she killed most of the doppelgangers with powerful magicks and her dwarven priest friend. The knight of Southwind and the minotaur were unstoppable, and the elven swordswoman is nearly as trained as myself. They are injured, my prince, but I fear we will need…”he slumped to the ground, dizzy and weary from his injuries.


   


  “Nearly? If she were nearly as skilled as you, she would be dead and you would have less bleeding I would presume.” Johnas threw a wicked glance at the man trying to glorify himself after failing.


  “Yes my prince.” his face lowered, keeping his hand on the wound in his stomach.


  “Where is the minotaur? He is mine.” Chalas turned to the feeble assassin, walking toward him without care or concern, much like Johnas.


  “Heathen, it seems someone here wishes to take your place as bloodthirsty minotaur, unless you would contend with him.” Johnas saw in this brown horned killer the minotaur that Heathen used to be, that he needed. There was no use for two, not when one could be glorified and built into the perfect killing weapon. Heathen the red had lost his zeal, his edge, and was reserved and lazy much anymore. And if he were wrong, the Prince would keep the old red warrior around a bit longer.


  “My Prince, I have spilt far too much blood for you to even accept a challenge from a visitor. Perhaps another time. I will keep guard here while the young one plays about the city.” Heathen looked down at his blade, knowing that his answer would not satisfy the prince, nor Chalas, only himself.


  “I need to keep Kaya in hiding for some time now, until she can show her face again. She can guard the White Spider. Will you fight for the honor of serving me? I have no room for two minotaurs here, only one.”


  “I have some matters to attend to Prince Johnas, then I will escort this visitor to the docks to claim his prize. We can fight after he has what he came for, but you may find his desire to serve you much less once he leaves the city with the gray one.” Heathen’s reasoning could not be argued, for the challenge from an unproven visitor was seldom respected. As the Prince nodded to Chalas and Kaya in honor of a wise answer, the old red guardian grabbed the key to Balric’s cell and put it back in his belt. “I will meet you outside the docks, stranger, and mind your tongue until I see it fit you speak.”


  “Old bull, I will split your chest wide open with one cut…”


  “Very well, calm down gentlemen. Vanessa, take your men and your remaining archers and head to the docks. Board the Queen Sapphire, a Valhirst naval ship, and follow whatever leaves the docks next. I will have some shapechangers guised as crew and Farrigus will accompany you. Get my priests and get him healed up quickly.” Johnas paced, in his element, giving orders, planning outcomes, being generally devious. “Chalas, follow Heathen below and see what he is up to, then go with him and begin searching for your minotaur prize on the ships. Come back here regardless, and we will talk of your skills within my house and your future. Kaya, send word to the Altestani ship. Ask for Gregore’ there. Tell him I need the Queen Sapphire trailed, and that they follow the scroll. That should get our northern nobles from the great empire to act quickly and get them out of Valhirst. Tell that old doppelganger wizard to use any means necessary.”


  All bowed, all except Chalas Kalaza. The brown gladiator bowed to no one, and never would. He stared at the robed woman, who was staring back at him, he had no idea why, but she and the red shared a glance that no one but he had noticed. Curious, he walked out the side entrance to follow old Heathen.
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  Arrows rained like an unforgiving storm onto the docks, James held the rear with shield high in the misty gloom and breeze of the arcane. Sweet salty air brushed them all, as did the sight of a score of ships lined along the waterside city. Merchants took cover from the reckless city guard that fired upon their targets through the magical mist. Commotion rose from behind the troupe was a constant murmur of shouts and affirmations that the city wanted them for something. The worn and warped wooden piers stretched out curving and long around Emerald Harbor, waves crashing under them floating the smells of the Carisian Sea into the massive stone city.


  “On the left Saberrak, the one with the winged woman on the red flag, the Bronze Harpy! Go!” Shinayne, still holding her wounded arm, crouched behind Zen’s dwarven shield as they marched toward their freedom under a hail of crossbow fire from the port towers.


  The minotaur noted the large vessel, many men scurrying about in moving ropes, hoisting things, and some even staring at the docks in wonder of the battle that seemed to be getting closer. “I see it. I also see a woman with many men right behind us, this is not over yet.” Saberrak stopped at the gang plank of the Bronze Harpy, looking up, axes in hand, and met eyes with an old man.


  The Captain of the ship, a stout man from Loucas, was aged and grizzled, dressed in loose clothing and topped with long gray hair tied back. His red and white clothes and brown jacket were unkempt, his cutlass had spots of rust and seaweed dried to the scabbard, and his teeth were as yellow as the corn in late summer. “Who the hell be you nearin my ship, minotaur? Be gone now, very busy here!”


  “I am with the elf, old man. Step aside.” Saberrak lowered his head, his gaze above his horn tattoos piercing through any front of intimidation this old crab had left in his remaining days.


  “You bring a lot of trouble with ye, not fond of that, get aboard ye big beast and hurry up!” Dennilar peered over the bow of the ship, spotting the rest coming to the plank, and seeing the archers following. “And what do you s’pose we does about them, huh? City guard coming to boards me ship, an I don’t be wantin none o’ that this early in the day damn ye!”


  Gwenneth, walking fine on her own now, turned and walked back, waiting for the elven noble, the priest, and James to pass her. Her eyes closed, seeing the arrows stop from the far away guard towers now out of reach, she let go of the warm haze of obscurement, and let go her energies of protection and sense, feeling her mind and body ripen without the magical drain of so much at once. She faced the woman, noting the wand in her hand and the dozen archers marching behind her. The mist vanished and she began to chant as the others boarded the ship, full of cuts and wounds of battle. “Fingrinis fealties nil!” her fingers weaved a pattern of a circle as her staff glowed white and shimmered with the sun in front of her and the sea at her back. A white pulsing light, round and immense that covered the walkway around like a giant white shield, appeared, unmoving, and firm nearly fifteen feet high. She took a deep breath, knowing the wizard in front of her would dispel it quickly as it was a novice spell of protection, and she hoped she did. Gwenneth Lazlette opened her eyes, noting the patient men waiting in line behind this young female student of the arts, waiting for her to bypass the spell that blocked them. She breathed deep, reciting a painful incantation in the ancient arcane tongue. “Visiri van volishiri, helvra vilivanai…”electricity began to crackle in the air, and pins and needles ripped through her right hand.


  Vanessa Blackflame chanted and traced with her wand a rudimentary spell of undoing, focusing on the shield of white energy. She had never seen the spell cover such an immense size that quickly, but nevertheless, it blocked her path. “When the barrier drops, fire upon the wizard and then we board and arrest! Understood?” the men all nodded, readied their crossbows, and took aim.


  “What is she doing, trying to get herself killed?” James looked at the others aboard the ship. Zen was crouched in prayer and pain alongside the elven noble. Saberrak stared, axes in hand, waiting to see if he would have to charge the walkway, watching Gwenne face off against another wizard and over a dozen archers alone. The knight waited too, watching to see what the minotaur did as much as the readied guards.


  “She is fine.” Saberrak said coldly, plainly, as if it were fact not opinion.


  “How do you know that?” James questioned the minotaur’s confidence in her, knowing that he had only been on the surface world less than a fortnight now. “She is exhausted, she could be killed, you have no way…”


  “Her eyes, composure, steadiness. Reminds me of myself before a battle, she knows exactly what she is doing, knight.” Saberrak breathed out a sigh, and turned to walk to the others aboard this floating mass of wood. He noted the crew also staring as they hurried to loose the vessel from the dock.


  James stayed ready at the edge of the gang plank, not sure if he should charge or not. Despite the sureness of the gray horned warrior, he marched down the wooden ramp, and drew his broadsword to stand with Gwenneth.


  “You are under arrest by order of Lady Vanessa Blackflame, by order of the Prince of Valhirst! Stand down woman!” one of the guards spoke for the wizard he served as she focused on the blocking magicks.


  The shield began to sparkle and fade, Gwenneth’s eyes fixed on the younger woman’s across the walkway, watching for the flinch of her eyes, a motion to fire. Vanessa’s head began to turn to the left, giving away that her spell was complete, all the sign the prodigal Lazlette needed to unleash her magic upon the enemies before her. “Volishir Valishan Vidrinius!” her fingers, numb from stored arcane energies, pointed from her right hand, while blue arcs of lightning from the sky ripped into her dark oak staff held in the other hand. Faster than a fast moving storm, blue and white lightning seared from her fingers sawing the wooden planks in half as it traversed from fingers through the line of men, and even the opposing woman herself. No noise issued from the blast, the silent fissure of splintering wood, screams of men that did not dive off the walkway into the sea having their bodies shot through, and howls of terror from onlookers covered the air as the unheard bolt did it’s work. In the blink of an eye, it was gone, leaving six dead men twitching on the ripped wooden walkway, and a young female wizard holding her face and sliding off the ruptured edge into the waves below. Thunder roared from the clear winter sky moments later, low and dull, as if from far away yet guided here in chase of the lightning that had been created without its permission. Gwenneth Lazlette turned toward the ship, and walked past the knight who was still behind her, shield raised and eyes wide in disbelief.


  “What in Alden’s name was that?” his hand trembling, having felt the energy from the sky and surrounding the wizard, he had been close enough to sense that something powerful just occurred. He saw the remaining men in full flight from the crashing bridge at their feet.


  “Lightning, James Andellis, just a little lightning.” she continued to board the ship, archers and commoners alike fleeing in any direction as the scarred portion of the pier fell into the waters. Gwenne was weak, eyes closing, but smiling in finally being able to unleash all her pent up energy and test herself as never before.


  “All aboard, get us out o’ Valhirst men, they be talkin bout this for some time, be certain o’ that.” Captain Dennilar limped about pushing the men to get back to work as most of them were staring at the black robed woman that had just destroyed half the docks. They were in awe of a wizard that had called thunder and lightning from a clear day and wielded it like a deadly blade of the heavens.


  Saberrak nodded at the wizard, noting her superior attitude, much like his own at times. He looked toward the priest, laying his hands and prayers on Shinayne’s arm, and James Andellis gazing at the sky, seeming at peace with himself finally. Never having seen a ship, and open sea, or how any of the surface world moves and lives till this last week, the minotaur took it all in. He also watched the humans of the crew, noticing that two of them were not able to take their eyes off of Shinayne. At first he thought of her beauty drawing their eyes, dark eyes indeed. Yet something stirred in his chest, warning him that it was not mere attraction that these two were fond of. Saberrak the gray kept them in sight and smell, trying to discern their intentions of attention to the elven swordswoman. He felt unease, yet could not convince himself of why. He steadied himself, as the ship gave anchor, and began to drift out into the Carisian Sea.


  



   


  Johnas I:III 


  Southern Docks, Valhirst


  “At times the walls surround you, the corridors can imprison you, the castle is your enemy, and your power and riches are your undoing. All you place before Alden shall be taken should you live outside His divine grace.” -from the book of Saint Tarumin, psalm 12, the Agarian Aldane, 11 AD.


   


  Kaya kept the translucent silk scarf of blue draped across her face as she neared the Altestani ship. It was docked on the southern most point of the city behind some high forested hills, far from prying eyes as visitors from the northern continent were not welcome in most of the countries in Agara. She kept the black robes drawn over her as well, making certain she was not recognized, as the church, her brother, and the agents of the king of Chazzrynn were likely looking for her since her vanishing a week ago. Even here, in the protection of the White Spider and the Prince of Valhirst, the kings own nephew, she felt as if things had closed in around her.


  Lady T’Vellon waited fifty feet from the ramp to the six story trireme warbarge, the Headhunter, and watched the dark haired slaves with pale complexions work the deck, while the dark skinned Altestani with their royal garb and turbans issued orders and admired the city and the sea. She knew, from Johnas, that they were searching for the scroll as well, hoping it made it to open waters where their immense vessel and numbers could easily go unchecked and unopposed compared to the smaller ships of Chazzrynn. A man approached, headdress and loose clothing with dark skin, looking down at the ground as he walked. Kaya kept her hand on her blade as she bowed, assuming that it was Gregore’.


  “You have word from Johnas, speak it now please.” the changeling’s voice was a mixture of monster and man, blending the northern crisp accent through his fanged mouth. Its eyes of solid black, no matter what form it took, gazed up at the lady, easily unnerving her.


  “Our prince wishes, should the Queen Sapphire leave port, that you and yours follow and be prepared to assist. The scroll has made way to the docks, but it is unsure whether we will attain it on land or sea. Once either we or you have it, the ambassadors from the north should rest with sharks along with their ship. Do you have men aboard the possible suspect ships in port now?” the lady spy had to look away, the unblinking black eyes of the fiendish fey creature raised the hair on her arms and neck.


  “Yes, yes. Gregore’ has many in place, and suspected ships are being watched. The Altestani have spies throughout Valhirst, do tell Johnas, and they plan to expose him to gain allies in Harlaheim and Caberra. We will dispose of them, tell Johnas, yes, yes.” the shapechanger thought quickly, as its kind grew faster and more intelligent with age, unlike the human cycle which normally slowed with time. Gregore’ was an ancient among doppelgangers, yet no one knew exactly how old that was, just that he or it, was old enough to be very dangerous.


  Kaya heard thunder in the air, but thought little of it. She noticed the guised creature she spoke with, however, took great interest in it and began to pace and concentrate on things around them. “Very well, Gregore’, I will inform the prince, farewell.”


  “Powerful magicks, like mine, yes, much like mine. Tell Johnas the wizard with them is strong, and I will handle that myself, yes I will, yes I will. Tell him I wish to consume her and feast of her memories in private, yes, in private.” fangs began to drool and moisten, as the creature thought of the woman it had sensed, and all that she must know to have summoned the thunder with arcane powers.


  Backing up slowly from the fidgety doppelganger in disguise, Kaya gripped her blade tight after hearing it talk of eating a woman in private. Prince Johnas used these things often and in numbers unknown throughout all his webs on this continent and others. Regardless of their usefulness, the lady spy did not care for them nor trust them. They seemed too alien in mind and behavior despite their ability to blend. “I will tell him, in better fashion, but I will tell him.” she turned and walked back toward the city, noticing the haze in the sky was gone, and the crisp sea air and sky allowed a bright winter sun to warm her just a bit. Kaya looked to see where thunder could have come from, seeing no clouds in the sky at all. Dozens of vessels, grand and smaller of stature, came and went from port constantly. Kaya took her time returning to the web below, entranced and alone by the sea and so far from a home she could never return to.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The clattering of something in the keyhole roused the Harlian’s attention from staring at the wall in deep depression, pain, and thought. He turned, seeing the outline of Heathen opening his cell, with a bundle of cloth under his arm. “I am not ready to die yet, minotaur, tell your prince to …”


  “Shut up Harlian, do you want to leave here now, or should I wait till after they torture you?” the one horned guardian tossed his clothing and weapons to the bloody, dirty mess of a man. A new saber, likely stolen from the barracks, was sheathed in the middle of the garments.


  Balric had no words, he could not move, and had no idea how to thank this beast that he had thought heartless and cruel beyond doubt. “Where is she?”


  “She leaves on the Queen Sapphire should the ones Johnas is after reach the waters. Take this tunnel left, then right, follow it to the surface. I can not protect you, but I would suggest heading north out of the city to Harlaheim to find her. They are being sent by ship, Farrigus will be with her, and the docks are covered, stay clear.” Heathen felt something close, he could hear the echo of heavy breathing, only since he had spent so many years under the city. He knew how the air moved, smelled, sounded, and felt, and someone was coming slowly down the stairs in which he had just quietly traversed.


  “I do not know what to say, how to thank you. Why are you helping me?” he was getting dressed faster than he could ever remember, still moist on his chest, still bleeding from his cut from the Prince.


  “Just go, before I change my mind Harlian. Leave here and find her, otherwise she rots here as the Prince’s pet until he tires of her, I know this much.”


  “Who is that behind you, a kinsman?” the swordsman spy looked at the figure of a larger minotaur slowly walking down the corridor of prison cells. “Is he your lookout?”


  “Heathen…old treacherous, one horned, disgraceful excuse for a minotaur. Are you freeing prisoners from the very hand that feeds you?” Chalas had his blade out, dragging the tip on the stone, forcing the scratching of metal to echo repeatedly with loud intermittent taps. His stare could be felt from thirty feet away in the dark, penetrating any armor or years of battle. “Perhaps I can be of assistance.”


  “No, I will handle him, just go, now!” Heathen drew his great scimitar and turned, head lowered and stared back at the brown killer that stalked his way. “I tire of your taunts young one, time for a lesson in respect.” he waited, making sure Balric was safely off before he charged in.


  The Harlian spy ran down the prison way, turned and looked at his liberator, and ran toward the stairs leading toward the surface. He thought of staying, helping the red warrior, but his heart pulled him away. He heard the crashing of flesh, the sound of metal on metal, bone against bone, and the pounding of iron bars with muscle and growls. He kept moving, his thoughts on nothing but escaping here and finding Vanessa, and perhaps finishing what he had started with Farrigus. One night, maybe far from now, but one cold night, he vowed to return and kill the bastard that sits on the throne of Valhirst.


  The two collided again, Chalas’ horns pressing hard against Heathens, driving him down and back, their swords locked and steam in the underground air hissed from their nostrils. The red veteran twisted under the pressure, hurling Chalas back into the bars, the murmurs of dying prisoners now looking in terror, and crazed delight flowed through the dungeon air. Heathen pulled back, slashing upward with his curved blade in both hands, it met the long straight greatsword of the brown killer. Sparks lit the dingy torchlit passage as Chalas Kalaza returned the attack, chopping from the side and hitting iron bars in his mighty swing. The serrated and chipped blade, full of as many scars and stories as the killer wielding it, swung across high, meeting the scimitar and Heathens’ remaining horn simultaneously. The red minotaur was knocked back into the iron bars himself, the blows from his adversary much stronger than he could hold.


  Heathen charged back at him, lowering his head yet keeping his blade high to deflect anything the brown savage swung at him. His impact sent the two flying into the bars again, this time breaking a prisoner’s outstretched arm. Screams and howls erupted from the inmates that had been here far too long, and the red minotaur cut with one hand at the blade of Chalas. His greatsword aside, Heathen tightened, raised his body, and punched the brown gladiator in the jaw, snapping his head to the side. Again and again, their swords locked off to the side, Heathen threw fist after heavy fist into the face of his assailant. To the chest, the abdomen, his elbow smashing with all his fury, growling, snorting, and the red guardian felt rage that had not been poured out in decades. His immense pride and ferocity in his minotaur blood boiled. Then it came, the laughter from somewhere far from normal, even for a minotaur. Chalas mocked him, blow after blow, the scarred killer simply laughed.


  His throat tightened from the grip around it, and felt his toes drag on the stone floor. His eyes rose to meet the taller enemy, yet Heathen continued to fight, snarling like a ravaged beast in a cage. His head snapped forward, trying to hit Chalas in the face, but he only met air, and the gaze of his adversary. The gaze slowed his assault, for it was not like anything he had ever seen. The dark black and brown eyes swirled with anger, hate, and an evil that was bred, not born to any of his kind. He saw no blood, no injuries, their swords still locked out to the left side. “You should have been killed when you lost your honor. Let me help you to hell, old one!”


  His body rolled at least three times, landing on his chest, still gripping his scimitar and fighting to get in his breath from the pressure his neck had endured. Never had he been thrown like that, nor unleashed such brute force on something that did not die. He stood up, sensing that Chalas was merely waiting behind him for an honorable fight. He thought of running, making for the stairs, but what pride he had remaining stopped him. He knew the challenges of his race were to the death, had been as long as minotaurs could remember, and always would be. The old red picked himself up, and turned to face a kinsman he could not kill, unless a great stroke of luck presented itself.


  He could no longer look at the eyes of Chalas Kalaza, they saw right through him, but he raised his blade high nonetheless. The brown gladiator raised his greatsword, the two stepping toward each other in time. Heathen chopped forward toward the neck, parried by Chalas, who returned with a side cut to the right flank that the scimitar blocked. All his anger and strength his body had drove the curved blade across to the head of his enemy, whose blade was there to stop it. The brown killer shoved him off his weapon, and cut low across the abdomen of tired Heathen, spraying blood across the wall and bars of the prison. The red warrior cut upward toward the greatsword, missing and striking bars of iron. The ferocious gladiator twirled his blade round, cutting deep and high into the ribs of the old red bull, then pulled his blade out and cut across the chest down through the thigh, more blood releasing onto the stone floor like the sound of water being dumped on a city street. Heathen stumbled back, feeling his lower insides releasing, and then stepped forward with a roar and a wild cut from his scimitar. Chalas stepped back, watching the disemboweled warrior slip on his own entrails and blood. He grabbed the remaining horn of the red minotaur, turned him around, avoiding another half hearted slice from the curved blade. The brown killer forced Heathen to his knees, ignoring his snorts and flailing arms, drew his blade high in the air, and chopped down to the base of the horn. He ripped as the edge dug deep into the bone, removing the horn with a cracking tear and a roar of his own. The red minotaur fell into his own pool of blood and insides, his scimitar clattering on the quiet stone of the dungeon under Valhirst. Chalas Kalaza, intoxicated by the blood, by the death of an enemy, and by his own power, walked up the stairs back to the chamber of the Prince, horn in hand. The prisoners went silent, staring, motionless is the torchlight, daring not to say a word to the beast that tapped his sword across the bars. An unspoken understanding issued forth, for none of them had seen anything more vicious than Heathen, more wicked than the Prince, until just now.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Johnas paced again, practicing his lunges, reliving the fight with Balric, and cutting at the air with a ferocity that quietly unleashed much of his frustrations. He thought of Vanessa, how she assisted in setting the trap for the Harlian spy, yet he knew. The Prince knew that she had been with the man, and was waiting for the romance to be exposed. He wished he had questioned her, for now he would never know why she so readily offered herself to him on command. Almost half his age, he had given her jewels, training in the arts, a home, everything he could. The one thing he had never known was love, betrayal, yes, he thought. He had felt the betrayal of those closest to him, women in his bed, or the best assassins in his employ, it did not matter. In his underworld life, none were above seeking their own needs and biting at the hand that feeds and protects them, he had felt it many times. Farrigus had told him of the secret meetings between the spy from the north and his pet prodigy and whore. He had used it secretly to test Farrigus’ loyalty as well, and to see how deep the Harlian was entrenched here in Chazzrynn. Now, with him prisoner, he would take much time to find out who had sent him and why, painfully and mercilessly. Johnas wondered how Balric got past the domenarch in Harlaheim and was branded into their guild, his guild. His mind left thoughts of love or the spy, speeding to his next moves, his real motives, and the actions needed to stay one step ahead of every King, every noble, and every blade that itched for his throat.


  Hearing the main doors open at the gesture and guard of a tall doppelganger disguised as a human city guard, the Prince sheathed his emerald blade and took his seat. Kaya entered, robed and scarfed to hide her face, and presented herself on the stone center of the room, bowing once her feet touched the spider design engraved on the floor. “How did it go T’Vellon?”


  “Gregore’ is ready with the Altestani nobles, and has his creatures on several suspect ships throughout port, my Prince. He will follow the Queen Sapphire in the northern ship, and dispose of them either way.” the lady assassin removed her robes and scarf, tossing them on the nearest red couch and bowed again.


  “And what of you, Kaya? What can I do with you? You can not be seen in Chazzrynn, not for many years unless in cover. Your brother will have the backing of the king to find you, and the church is looking as well. Have you ever been to Devonmir? It’s one of our cities, north and west in Harlaheim near the Shanador and Willborne borders. I have much trouble getting the proper amount of coin out of the corrupt lords of the city. The arena there is quite popular, our spiders there say the chests we receive are but a quarter of what they should be. I could use some assistance in the matter, if you would like to remain of service and not worry about being found.” Johnas asked as much as he gave the order, speaking in two tongues, thinking one thing and saying another. He and Kaya both knew that if he were to turn her in to the king, his relations would improve slightly for some time, and this was a generous offer after losing Southwind Keep for the organization. He knew she would accept, and he had her where he wanted her, like everyone else he dealt with.


  She approached the throne, sauntering, staring at his cold blue eyes. When she reached the prince, her hand brushed his face gently as she walked to the side. “I could be so much more here, though. I am your best, deadliest, and most beautiful agent. I have been for many, many years, Johnas.” her other hand touched his neck, and she pressed her lips on his cheek. Kaya feared leaving, feared going to a place where she had heard wizards bred with demons, and above all else, she did not want to leave her kingdom. She wanted protection here, her position in Valhirst, for she had nothing else.


  “Tempting, but everyone you spread your legs for ends up dead, my Lady. Oh that’s right, you are not a Lady any more, are you? Besides, I have Vanessa and Farrigus and Heathen. I need you in Devonmir, and you will be going with your pet minotaur. You do the talking and the bedding, he will be the spiller of blood when needed. Understood?” Johnas knew what she would be willing to do here, but he cared not. He had dozens of women in his harem, many half her age, and none as deadly.


  Kaya walked away, back turned, humiliated at the rejection. Her eyes teared, feeling the loss of her title, her webs of power and influence gone, and now she would be heading with a killer she hated to a strange city just to remain free. She dried her eyes, almost on her own will, and turned on the center of the spider mosaic to face the prince. “As you wish, my prince.”


  The lower door flung open, slamming into the wall as normal, and the dragging noise of metal on stone trickled into the underground chamber. Several dark clothed men emerged from the shadows, as this chamber was rarely as empty as it seemed, and the nocking of several crossbows could be heard from the shadowed balconies. The shapechanger at the double doors stepped around the pit, and his hand grew into a long blade of serrated bone as his black eyes stared at the entryway opposite him that led to the deep underground and the dungeons..


  The prince stared as the two foot of curved horn skipped across his great chamber, stopping in the middle of the spider design in front of the throne, without a minotaur attached to it. Chalas Kalaza strode in, sheathing his greatsword at his side, not bothering to clean it, his eyes wild and grin intimidating. “It seems Heathen wished to retire. And any minotaur worth his horns would not be freeing prisoners behind your back, Prince.”


  “You are bold and stupid, Kalaza, Heathen has served me for decades and my predecessor here before me. Whom did he free?” Johnas was feigning compassion and anger, seeing his chance to employ a real killer again, he would entrap this brown savage with words and power.


  “Whoever the bearded tan one was, he gave him blades and some clothing that looked like your guards and told him to find some woman. Pathetic that you were unaware, that you let him live having been so dishonored for so long. You are most welcome.” Chalas stared at the Prince, and then to Kaya.


  “Balric, he freed Balric?” Johnas thought of why Heathen would betray him for that spy, why he would want him to find Vanessa. Pacing now, Johnas realized now that Heathen must have known for some time of the two of them, and of him and Vanessa as well. The prince used Vanessa often to root out spies, men talked in their beds easily. He had chosen sides, sensing his death inevitable, and planned it out. Anger now brewed, not at the loss of his captive or his bodyguard, but at betrayal, once again the sour taste of treachery in his mouth. “I want his head, this Harlian spy, and I want Vanessa Blackflame here at once. Scour the city!”


  The doors opened again from the hidden dungeon passage, not flung as hard as when the huge horned beasts opened it, but hurried nonetheless. Kaya did not look, merely stared at the brown killer who had already murdered again, and fear crept in her just being near the beast. An agent of the White Spider, younger man, long red hair and bad teeth came panting in, his dark clothing hiding most of him in shadows, yet his saber was in hand. “My Prince!”


  “Yes Rillen, what is the matter?” the prince was now pacing, sword out, and deep in thought on what to do next, awaiting more bad news.


  “My prince, the scroll and those that carry it have left port on the Bronze Harpy, headed north!” his breath barely catching any air, and the young man could barely figure out if he should be bowing, kneeling, or heading to the center to be heard properly, so he squirmed to and fro.


  “And has the Queen Sapphire left in pursuit?” Johnas was feeling more frustration at the failures here in the capital city of his underworld kingdom. His blade began to glow, wanting more blood, wanting death to ease its master’s mind and heart.


  “No your highness, Lady Blackflame is severely injured, burned by a blast of lightning, her face and neck are scarred and black with no skin sire. Many died in the attack, Lord Farrigus is tending to her on the ship, but they have not weighed anchor, he awaits your instruction.” Rillen walked to the center now, past Kaya and Chalas, to stand before the prince. “Also my prince, Heathen lay dead in the dungeon passage, something butchered him horribly and cut off his…..” the young assassin looked down in front of him at the horn of the red minotaur, then up to the brown beast that was staring at him. He took two steps back, and looked back at the Prince.


  “Horn? That something is me.” Chalas grinned, kicking the horn over toward the throne, feeling more victorious by the moment and staring at the small human from his over eight feet of muscle.


  “Rillen, bring Lady Blackflame here, send Farrigus after the Bronze Harpy, and have someone dispose of Heathen.” Johnas wanted to keep Vanessa for questioning and safety, and to let the Harlian swordsman think she would be heading north. Surely he would find out that the White Spider was following, and assume she was on the ship. He would then contact his agents in Harlaheim, and attain him there.


  The double doors opened, another agent, Gerram from Vallakazz, an old veteran assassin and cutthroat with more knives hidden in his clothing than Johnas had schemes. The prince trusted him as far as he could fly, but had him easily loyal with his little known preference for young men in his bedchamber.


  “What more could go on this afternoon? Yes, Gerram from Vallakazz reports now, what is it?!” his tension rising, his blade focusing his need for a good kill with hums and throbs that Johnas could barely ignore. Madness of blood covered floors danced in his mind, it called to him.


  “In private your highness.” his eyes solid and sure, looking fearlessly at the prince on the onyx jeweled throne under the city.


  “Very well, hurry.”


  The old greasy killer strode up the steps, and whispered into the prince’s ear. “My prince, we have interrogated one of the dwarven merchants that was seeking one of their own in Vallakazz. He died during the process, but we believe that the dwarf travels with lady Lazlette and her crew, and he has something of great value.” the foul man went on to tell the prince much, much of a key that the dwarves wished to have returned, and a lost land of myth to the far west on the other side of the Agarian continent where no one dared seek for over a millennia.


  “Are you certain of this, beyond doubt? The merchant guard of Boraduum could have been leading you off a trail with this silly myth you realize?” despite his attempt at contempt for the information, Johnas eked out a small grin, obvious to all.


  “Certain my prince, I used two days and eleven knives, his story remained the same from slow start to agonizing finish. He seeks the kingdom of Mooncrest, lost for thousands of years, and has the key to the mountain passage to the mines of Kakisteele. That would take them from Harlaheim due west, past Devonmir, Saint Erinsburg, and into Shanador. Plenty of opportunities to take them, my prince. The wealth of that place, the stories of gold, I believe I have found you a fortune, sire.” Gerram smiled, seeing and knowing his information was vital, valuable, and hoping for much reward.


  Johnas smiled, now knowing where their travels would take them and the scroll, and what they possessed made them worth the effort. He knew it all himself, save this boy loving wretch that had failed him in Vallakazz once already. Smiling, he turned his back, letting out a laugh, then his smile dropped and he cut across the mans throat with his green curvy blade glowing bright, feeling the blood soak into the enchanted steel, feeling the follow up thrust through Gerram’s chest cause the emerald pommel to pulse and send peace and ease through his body stronger than any opium. Gurgling followed the running of blood, the blade so sharp it did not splatter or cut anything but razor sharp incisions from its wielder.


  He turned, the gay knife throwing man falling to the steps and draining out crimson upon them, and faced the stares, and one smile from the minotaur. “Chalas and Kaya will head to Devonmir to take care of affairs there, and wait for his gray minotaur and his troupe to pass through. Rillen, you have your orders.”


  “How do you know where he goes?” Chalas wanted answers, and blood, and the horns of Saberrak most of all.


  “Trust me, I know. You will get what you seek, as will I, be patient and listen. You have killed my minotaur, I need another.” Johnas sheathed his sword, feeling full and rested, content with the blood in the room.


  “I serve no one, I have been a slave before, and killed my master.” the minotaur grinned in defiance.


  “I offer employment and service, not slavery. You get paid how you wish, coins, jewels, women, blood, your choice. Just serve loyally and kill who I tell you, when I tell you.”


  “Women? How many?” the beast grinned at Kaya, then back at the Prince.


  “I don’t have any minotaur women, Heathen never asked for one. But I can find you several I am sure.” the prince scratched his head, confused at that epiphany that his old bodyguard never took pleasure, not once.


  “That would be impossible, Prince.” the minotaur chuckled.


  “Why would you say that, Kalaza, I can find anything?” Johnas seemed perturbed, but curious at the arrogance.


  “Because minotaurs breed with human women, for we have no women of our own. Unfortunately, most die in labor, but since we take them for one purpose only, there is no concern once a child is born. If they do survive, we kill them anyway for their broken bodies cannot produce again.” his stare at Kaya unnerved the whole room, even Johnas.


  “Interesting. You may have women minotaur, just none of mine. Kaya, have him branded. Chalas Kalaza, welcome to the White Spider. Kill often, live wealthy, and do not fail me.” the Prince dismissed them to their orders, needing rest from the weary day.


  He waited till they all left the chamber. It was quiet, finally quiet. “You see Gerram, it is not easy ruling a city and an underworld, a Prince must be quick in his decisions and be sure in his actions.” tapping his boot and talking to a corpse, Johnas Valhera laughed like he had not laughed in years, the inebriation of the spilt blood around him making it involuntary. His pawns all moving where he needed them, he enjoyed his moments of silent madness.


  



   


  Exodus I:XI 


  Carisian Sea, Chazzrynn Border


  The yelling of hurried orders was long over, the Bronze Harpy had been sailing half a day north now, keeping the coast in view. Beautiful winter forests and hills gave way to the strained distant Bori mountains and cliffs that loomed over the Carisian Sea. Cold waters, southern dark depths, and scattered islands on the aquatic blue flowing landscape surrounded the troupe and the crew they had set passage with to Harlaheim. Strangely, with all their minds occupied, no one noticed any seasickness among the travelers from the west. Too busy healing their wounds, cleaning up, and watching the ships that followed less than a day behind, the five that escaped capture thought now on their purpose. They all wondered who or what was aboard the trailing vessels, and when they would once again have to fight for their freedom and a scroll they knew so little about, yet seemed vastly important to so many in Chazzrynn.


  The sun set in the east, majestically diving into the water, the impatient moons of white and green overhead long before. The ship kept course, even in the dark, as the captain seemed to know the waters like his own scraggly beard, and held many concerns of the two ships that followed. One, a Valhirst naval galleon, was but hours behind and gaining, caught some worry from the crew that had seen much already. But the captain was more interested in keeping away from the second, the Headhunter, a slaveship of immense size, an Altestani vessel that had not even been seen at port. Dennilar knew that the foreign transport bore merchant flags, but the trireme barge style warship had business and capability far beyond trading goods so far from home. He knew he could out maneuver the large vessel, but not outrun it in open water, so he kept to the coast.


  The old captain could not find his first mate, Jorginn, and assumed he was busy making talk with the new passengers or taking stock of the wines and fine furs he had loaded on the ship to trade in Harlaheim. The elven woman he had met seemed to have a good knowledge of ships and the waters, the others just seemed more trouble than they were worth with all that occurred at port and the ships that followed. Dennilar did always want a minotaur for strength and protection, but had heard they were a bit hard to keep tame. Silent he noticed, were the waters this night. “Time to rest n’ eat I think, hold our course through Taberlo Pass, boy.”


  “Yes, Yes. Captain. Taberlo pass, yes.”


  The captain took a swig from his flask of whiskey, shaking his head. That boy had been acting strange since the men went to port in Valhirst, always repeating himself. He thought the men had him influenced by women or other sins for the first time, and he was most likely still in shock. He went below smiling to gather everyone for dinner, and open some wine.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The morning sun rose in the west, illuminating the sky above the ship, but the cliffs over the bay kept direct sunlight off of them. The sails set, anchor about to be lifted on his vessel and his father’s, Prince Bryant waited for the signal to sail ahead and intercept the galleon headed to Harlaheim. The morning water and wind calm but cold, even through his armor and heavy clothing. The Chazzrynn flags of white and red with the falcon head of black both hung limp here in the cover of the Bori mountains. The men of the Morninghawk were eager to see action after all the chasing of agents and possible envoys of Prince Johnas of Valhirst. Deep in his chest, and on his mind, Bryant, in his mere seventeen years, wished to see Johnas hung for his treacheries against the kingdom. He felt him a threat, a dishonor, and more a villain than a noble who inherited his city through nothing more than birth. He had done nothing to better his domain, and served no one but himself. The glory of Chazzrynn, the last frontier of Agara, was stained by his own cousin, and the young heir felt justice had eluded him too many times.


  The three flags of King Mikhail’s warship, the Persistence, all raised, red, white, and gold symbolizing the flagship of royalty. Men scattered, arming crossbows and trebuchet weapons of immense size, in case the northbound vessel should try and flee. Anchors lifted, sails filled with air as oarmen pushed out of the bay giving momentum into open waters. The light of day still yet to hit the Carisian Sea, Prince Bryant gave the silent motion to his captain to follow the king’s ship, the Persistence. The Prince’s ship set sail, hoping to finally catch enough treason aboard this galleon to ensure the King would march straight into Valhirst and arrest Johnas Valhera.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Azenairk felt the morning light through closed eyes, his prayers to God Vundren finished, feeling refreshed. He had never been further than tradepoints outside of the Bori mountains, and never seen a ship nor been on one. He prayed to the mountains he saw in the far distance as the ship slowly moved side to side, almost like the wooden vessel breathed the water. The aft of the ship was raised, allowing Zen Thalanaxe a good view of the whole of the vessel, and being far from the front made him feel more secure. He saw Gwenneth, wrapped in black wolf furs, come topside with a book in hand and sit on the main deck and begin to read now that there was light. The dwarven priest noted the moons still in passing, the crescent green and full white, both heading north, while the western sunlight tried to spill over the mountains to the sea. These things rarely seen, some never, as he had lived his life under the mountains and temple of Boraduum for so long.


  The priest stood up, armor clanking, and went to stretch his legs about the Bronze Harpy, and then he stood still. The seven or eight crewmen also stood still, all noticing as light hit the waters and illuminated the area fully, that they were indeed face to face with two warships bearing many a Chazzrynn flag. The ships held at least one hundred men each, armed and ready, as well as ship sized weapons of wood and steel aimed at the Harpy. They were maybe half a mile out and closing, silent in the light of dawn. The men ran below for the captain, and Gwenneth went to get the others. Zen breathed deep the air, praying for God’s will to be done, and asking for help. He chuckled as he walked toward the bow of the ship, wondering if ever they would have more than a few hours peace before reaching Harlaheim.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The Captain watched as the away boats, six of them carrying twenty men each, rowed toward the Bronze Harpy. All armed in heavy steel plate armor and shields raised to protect whoever was aboard. These were not regular navy, no, Dennilar recognized that they were army, royal guard from Loucas by how well polished they were and how uncomfortable they seemed on the water. “Royal guard from the capital, don’t s’pose you five have anything ye wish to tell me before I get boarded!?” he stomped, far less than charming in the first hours of the day.


  The crew stood at a loose attention with anchor weighed, all having heard that the multiple sets of flags symbolized the royal ships of the King of Chazzrynn. Saberrak held the scroll in his hand, tight, and waited next to James who had placed a golden falcon’s head emblem on his tabard once more and had shined it. Shinayne, accustomed to royalty all her life, stood next to Gwenneth and Azenairk, all calm and hoping this had nothing to do with them. Every one of them, even the crew, knew that it did, but silence was kept save for the irritated captain, still grumbling over being boarded by official vessels. “Bastard Prince of Valhirst raises port taxes, then the lousy ass first mate hides out on me, then this shet of royal goddamn boarding! By Alden’s bloody wings were you not worth the bloody coin!” pointing at each one, especially the elf who had set passage a few days back.


  The sound of men in armor climbing the ladders extended down to their small boats, the crew of the Harpy looked nervous yet curious as to what this was all about. One by one, the armored guard, capes of blue with black falcon emblems and silver armor and helms, lined up and set crossbows loaded atop their tall steel decorated shields. Twenty, then forty, then sixty boarded the ship, leaving few crew armed on their away boats. A young man of long blonde hair, dressed in fine armor and clothing of regal quality stepped aboard, his hand on his exquisite falcon head broadsword. All breath stopped from the crew of the Harpy, knowing that this was the Prince of Chazzrynn, and the last man that they waited for must be his father, King Mikhail. The young noble drew his blade, raised it high, “All hail Mikhail, King of Chazzrynn!” The crew of well over a hundred, the soldiers, even the prince hit a knee and bowed their heads. Shinayne and Gwenneth bowed deeply, as they knew that ladies do not kneel, and James and Zen both followed the men in respect. Only Saberrak stood, back to the mast, leaning on his double edged axe, hand resting on the other one he had lifted in Valhirst.


  “Minotaur, get on yer knee!” the captain whispered, giving a squinting eye of anger at this horned beast that would scare many a child, but not Saberrak.


  “Doubtful, captain.” he snorted, keeping his gaze on the young man who had announced the king.


  The King of Chazzrynn removed his open faced helmet topped with a battle crown of golden spikes and rubies. His neatly trimmed black and silver beard showed his age, along with thinning hair and wrinkles about his deep blue eyes. His helm handed to his only remaining son, who readily accepted it and tucked it under his arm as he stood behind his father, Mikhail strode through his lined men and to the captain of the ship, noting those he wished to speak to. “Captain Dennilar, your manifests, logbook, and an inspection if you will. Your compliance with my boarding is most appreciated.”


  “I’m all in order your highness, simply trading to the north. Your men may check all me things if ye find it necessary.” the captain stood respectfully, eye to eye with the King of Chazzrynn.


  “Do you know why I am here, Captain?” the king breathed out, motioned his son and men to inspect the ship, which they marched to quickly.


  “Not the slightest inkling, my king. But me curiosity be itchin that yer gonna tell me.” the captain had a feeling it was the five he picked up, but was surely not going to offer any information.


  “Valhirst. Plain and simple. Too much moves in and out of this port city that escapes the eyes of the throne, routine inspections from the Prince of the city seem to occur seldom. I am simply checking his thoroughness.” the king was also lying, partly, having heard of many encounters with a minotaur and something from the Aldane priests about an historical relic they had with them. He was hoping they were agents of Johnas.


  “Understandable and an unfortunate duty that ye have there, your highness.” The captain played along with the banter, seeing that the king, and definitely his son, had eyed each and every one of the five fugitives from the emerald city.


  “Captain, would you do me a great favor. I normally do not ask this of a captain on his own vessel, however, I am the king.” he leaned in quietly, so that even his own men would not hear.


  “Of course my king, if I said no, would it matter to ye?” Dennilar the old sea crab laughed, the king smiling at the gesture.


  “I suppose no, good captain. Could you take your men and yourself below deck for assistance with the inspection? I wish to speak to the elf, the priest, young Lazlette here, the knight of Southwind Keep, and the minotaur who refuses to kneel. Alone.” face very stern, his voice low and demanding, he expected for the captain to do as he wished quickly.


  “Certainly my king. Men, lets head below to help these royal saps with findin what they be needing to find sometime today, shall we! Your highness.” Dennilar bowed after the slight insult to the royal guard. He walked below to waste time with men trained to protect royalty, not inspect ships or read logs.


  The king, still with forty men above deck, paced, walking toward the minotaur. His hard black leather boots kicking back his blue and gold cape as he strode, arms folded across his chest. He looked up at Saberrak, a foot and a half taller than the himself, and then to the greataxe, then back up to the fierce stare of tattooed horns under dark eyes, the shadow of it’s horns casting down across his own shadow on the deck. “You do not kneel, minotaur?”


  “I have been on the surface of you kingdom for just over a fortnight. I have had to kill ogre, trolls, assassins, a great horned cat, been shot with arrows, and chased by men wearing your emblem through your own city streets. I have not the energy, nor desire to bow. Simply to leave this place, and not return.” his gaze did not flinch, his eyes looking directly at the King of Chazzrynn, feeling neither fear nor error in his words.


  “And you, young Lazlette, you realize there is quite a search for you in my kingdom. Your mother, the Lady of Vallakazz has sent people to find you, and yet you leave for the north.” turning, fearing not the beast behind him, yet he respected his words. Rarely did he interrogate people who did not bluff or beg for his favor and mercy.


  “I am not held by any law to my mother’s city, your highness. I seek knowledge in Harlaheim, and that is not a crime the last time I checked.” Gwenneth bowed deeply again, respecting the ruler of the kingdom, unlike Saberrak.


  “Lady Shinayne T’Sarrin of Kilikala, what honor is it of Chazzrynn that you be here among us?” the king maintained his composure, despite the obvious lack of information he was receiving. He noted the others remained quiet.


  A deep bow with eyes closed was given from the elven woman. “I was in search of a friend who has found another path, your highness. Nothing more. I pray we meet again soon, perhaps to the north.”


  “I have heard nothing of you, priest. Why does a dwarf from Boraduum travel with such a mixed lot?”


  “God has all the answers to that, great king, I merely follow, one day at a time, his guidance.” Zen took a knee again, respecting the man’s position, and hoping to make up for the minotaur’s lack thereof.


  Mikhail felt it now, an anger brewing, thick as thieves, he thought. He walked up in that anger, right into the face of James Andellis, whose bowed head remained low. The king grabbed his bearded chin, with force, and lifted the mans gaze to his own. Tears from the knight’s blue eyes surprised the king, not expecting anything of the sort. “And you, deserter of Southwind Keep, what is your purpose here? With a stolen Medal of Bravery, a tarnished uniform, and a stolen sword…” he whispered, analyzing the man’s garb, “You should be ashamed soldier, for carrying yourself in such false fashion. You have no honor in carrying the blade or medal of another while you conduct yourself as a thief.”


  “The medal is mine, your highness.”


  “From whom! From my nephew Johnas, are you an agent of the prince of Valhirst?” the king yelled now, his emotion seeping up through the cracks of years in a troubled country full of deception.


  “No. From you, my king. Though we have never met, this medal was presented to me for the battle of Arouland thirteen years ago.” his tears at first meeting his king, his lost men, and his wasted years washed over as he choked out his words.


  “No one survived that battle, what is your name!?” Mikhail now put his hand on his engraved broadsword, feeling more a sense of injustice than anger toward this man.


  “I am James Andellis, of house Andellis, Knight of Southwind Keep, formerly. I served Lord Arlinne T’Vellon as his Captain at Arouland. I was there at his death, and I carry his sword in memory. I was presented with a medal of bravery after my release as a hostage to the ogre king, Avegarne. From that day forward, much I do not know.” his voice was shaking, full of regret, fear, and sadness at speaking words he had never spoke before, and to the man he had always wished to meet more than anyone in his entire life.


  Gwenneth stared at James then quickly turned away. Her eyes full of sorrow, of things she cared not to know, but now knew. She had always hoped that her father had survived, had been ordered on a secret endeavor that her mother had not been able to inform her about. She had hoped he would return one day, and she would get to see him one last time. This knight had been there, and as much as she wished to speak with him, she buried her feelings in anger and pity, which was easier than showing them.


  The King of Chazzrynn was speechless, he had no words, yet he wanted proof. “So then, James, why did the battle suffer complete loss, if you were really there? Tell me, no, prove to me that you are the only survivor of that day. Since your name is on a stone on the hill above the western waste with all the men that died that day, how is it that you are here?”


  “I am not sure that you will want to hear what I have to say, your highness.” James tried to regain his composure before the king, and tried not to answer the question either.


  “You may speak freely, I wish to know.”


  James Andellis paused, took the medal off of his tabard, and handed it to the King of Chazzrynn. “I have carried this for far too long, your majesty.” the king accepted it, and watched James muster his breath to speak. “Your scouts were drunk more than sober, and they relayed only sightings of the outside of the lost city of Arouland, they never saw the inside. Their reports to you and the church were false, and from then on, the populace pushed to retake the west. Since a hundred loose ogre in various hunting tribes are easily crushed by an army, you sent the best in your kingdom, the two hundred knights of Southwind, backed up by footman. A thousand men yes, but a reserve army that had never seen anything but formations and training. These men were expendable, poor soldiers, and not ready to face the trained ogre army of four hundred that emerged. They tried to flee, they surrendered, they died, leaving us of Southwind to die, and die killing as many as we could. We accomplished that, your highness, for there are few soldiers that can kill an ogre without four others beside him, and we laid waste to hundreds. We decimated over half their number, but when Lord Arlinne fell, the remaining men were captured, tortured, ripped apart, and murdered, all save myself. I was the ogre kings’ message to you, not to return to the west, ever. I know now, that the preachings of victory from a church, the peoples’ rallying of men in your name, and simple hope and bravery will seldom lead to victory, no matter who orders the attack. Who may be behind you, as a soldier, is of little consequence, it is being ready for the enemy in front of you that will decide if men live or if they die. I watched twelve hundred men die, some quickly, some not so, many were my closest friends and family. I remember them every time I sleep, I can not escape them. Had we known the truth and been prepared, it would not have happened so.” James felt numb, relaying what had happened so long ago, directly to the man that ordered it.


  Long silence followed, stares from all present, even the king had to look at the deck to gain his composure as great regret and shame washed over him. “And where have you been the last thirteen years, James Andellis?”


  “My king, I have been drinking wine, and slaughtering ogre for pay. I have killed ogre men, women, and children along the western borders, and have not stopped except to drink and sleep.” his words, humorous as some of the guards found them, were gaining no response from his friends, and he did not smile in the least.


  The king pinned the medal back on his tabard, thought hard, creases across his brow in the morning sun. This was the last thing Mikhail had expected to hear today. “And you leave to Harlaheim, with the scroll that everyone from temple to tower is speaking of?”


  James paused, feeling the gaze of his allies, the pressure to lie, but he could not, not here, not now. “Yes, my king. It is safer there, for we know not its purpose and Chazzrynn has grown dangerous and corrupt.”


  “You are honest, in many things, James Andellis. What would you ask of your king, should he offer assistance to you?” Mikhail felt it swell, his past failures, his reliance on information that has led to the deaths of men, even two of his sons in wars past.


  James, who had been staring at the mans forehead as a good soldier at attention would, turned to the dark blue eyes of his king, tearing slightly like his own, and stared in disbelief, mouth open. “I would ask that the king of Chazzrynn let us go north, with his blessings. Also that he ward off the ships of his nephew that follow us, as we know they mean to kill and take what is not theirs.”


  “Is that an order to your king, James Andellis, knight of Southwind?” the king drew his golden broadsword, and stepped forward.


  “A humble request, great king.” James waited, not knowing if he were about to be run through, hit, or hugged by the man before him.


  “Should I need you in the future, to help me lay waste to our enemies, will you answer my call, James Andellis?” Mikhail raised his immaculate and enchanted swordedge to his cheek, a salute of honor, one he had not given since his younger years in the wars with Harlaheim.


  James drew his blade, Arlinne’s blade, and returned the salute. “Always, my king. My service is to Chazzrynn, and to you.”


  “Then kneel.”


  James knelt, placing the tip of his broadsword into the deck. He lowered his head, saying a prayer to Alden not to be beheaded at this moment, for he could not believe that he would be receiving any reward for the life he had lived.


  The king’s sword touched James on each shoulder, and then lay on the top of his head. “Rise, James Andellis, Knight of the Kingdom of Chazzrynn, no longer of Southwind. Your orders are to see these allies of the kingdom safe into Harlaheim. Should anyone stand in your way, they are officially standing in the way of the king, and therefore are an enemy of your country. Deal them justice as you deem necessary.”


  As he stood, his heart beating far too fast to breath, the forty royal guard stood at attention, the deafening sound of steel gauntlet on steel shield in unison echoed across the waters. James felt a pride renewed, a faith restored, and that he meant something besides a drunken reminder of a slaughter from the past. He looked at his shield that lay on the deck below him, all the scratches he had carved, nearly one hundred, each one representing an ogre kill, each one he thought was bringing him closer to redemption or escape. He felt now, knew now, that he was forgiven, and that he had served well and fought well for king and country.


  The king felt relief, sorrow, and that he had corrected as best he could, a mistake from his past. He could not bring back the thousands, but he could do something here and now, and so he did what his conscience directed. His son emerged from below deck, shaking his head, having found nothing of concern. “Men, we have enemy ships approaching from the south, back to the boats!” Mikhail turned to face the others. “May God bring you safely to your destination, each of you. Tell Kalzarius that Mikhail sends him a kind blessing, and wishes him well. I will deal with your pursuers, and if you need, there are supplies on the northern beach of Cat’s Eye Isle, two days north en route to Harlaheim.” the king sheathed his blade, and headed down the ladder back to his boat, followed by Prince Bryant.


  “Father, do they have the scroll? Are they agents of Johnas? What did we gain from this boarding?” wanting more answers than the king was ready to give, Bryant, sole remaining son to the throne of Chazzrynn, pushed his questioning.


  “Yes they have it. No I did not take it. They are true in purpose and word. I do not know that you found much, but I found peace and forgiveness here. More precious than any holy relic. We have preparations to make, son. You will take the Valhirst flagship, board her and search for Johnas’ men. I will head off the Altestani warship, driving her to deeper waters as to give our allies here a chance to outrun her and make it to Harlaheim. We meet back at port in Valhirst, Godspeed son.” the king had much love for his son, being all he had left from his deceased wife and queen, and the other boys long dead from war. He had taken Bryant under his wing, showing him all he could, knowing his days were numbered. He had to make the boy into the king that he wished he had been. “And send a writ of knighthood and a blue falconed sash to Sir James Andellis. He is aboard the Bronze Harpy now.” their boats going in different directions now, the king had to yell.


  “The deserter from Southwind? Did I miss something father?” Bryant yelled back, confused as to what happened above deck in those few minutes he was below. He had never heard of a field knighting, at sea, atop a boarded vessel.


  “That man is no deserter son, farthest thing from it in fact. You have your orders.” the king said a prayer to Alden the merciful, for he and his son to fight well in the afternoon to come, and thanked him for the humility and forgiveness His grace had shown him this morning.


  James could not move, minutes later, staring at the deck, not fully comprehending what had happened. His sorrows seem to have been lifted and replaced with something far less heavy and tangible, and emptiness settled in as well. He had not known life without the grudge, the hatred, the resentment of all he had served that had killed so many. His friends all said something to him, tried to converse, an hour later a royal sash of the Knights of Chazzrynn was put around him and papers with fresh ink put in his hand by a royal emissary of Prince Bryant. Numb and void of pity or anger, for the first time in thirteen years, he was not able to use those feelings and memories as motivation to move. James Andellis was free, yet did not know what to do with that freedom. He smiled, trying to admit that this was better than any acknowledgements he had received in the last thirteen years of life, yet it did not hurt so therefore it seemed strange. Sir James Andellis breathed the salty sea air atop the Bronze Harpy, still in the moment as long as it could possibly be held.


  



   


  Kendari I:VI 


  Temple of the Whitemoon, Chazzrynn


  Disapproving trees that seemed to move and shrink their color away as he approached told Kendari that he was near the grove that would surround the sacred temple. The grass seemed to hiss at his boots, the wind moaned his presence, birds flew away without reason, and the sky darkened from wisps of cloud that did not heed the wind’s direction. He heard the faint music of the fey, his heart straining from the sounds in the distance, but he continued. Nareene the temptress, having taken him centuries ago in a moment of weakness, had burned her unholy brand of a triangle of flames in deep red on his chest in exchange for eternal services. Should the Nadderi near a sacred site, holy ground, feel love or compassion, he would surely fall in pain that could not be avoided, as was part of his Nadderi curse. However, the mark of the temptress protected him greatly from such pain, which had surprised more than a few that sought him out for death to make a name for themselves. The deep fey magicks and rituals had no effect on him, and he had happily ended many a life of a Hedim Anah hunter or Whitemoon guardian that assumed they had his weakness exploited.


  Despite the simple pleasure of defiance as he closed in on the temple, seeing steps not too far away, Kendari felt bits of sadness stabbing his mind as the very earth stirred in his presence. So many centuries of nature fleeing his eyes, plants shuddering as he breathed, and the loneliness of knowing he was hated by most everything with a pulse of life gave him pain from time to time. He shook his head, retied his long black hair behind his marked face and pointed elven ears, and focused on the steps that lay open into the earth behind the circle of trees and holy stones.


  “A Nadderi is not welcome here on sacred and ancient ground. Leave now, or be put to death, Kendari of Stillwood.” the hiroon wolflord, guardian of the temple, spoke stern and without mercy, his scimitar hilt in both hands, staring down his canine face at the strolling murderer.


  “Great hiroon, I seek only a few books, a few heads, and a small serving of desecration for repayment of my most gracious gifts.” Kendari dragged his fingers slowly across his black veined pale face, sarcasm dripping from his smirk. “Now, where are the rest of my forest friends?”


  “I am Jevendial, guardian of the temple, and I would much enjoy removing your curse from the world.” the hiroon sprung from his place in the shadow of the banyan trees, scimitar out in front, held high. He was fearless, like all his remaining race, and trained from a pup barely walking upright to use a blade.


  “I will assist your extinction, hiroon.” Kendari drew Shiver from his left hip, and his enchanted longsword from the other, holding it reverse as always. Just in time as the canine warrior was striking with upward and downward crosscuts, driving the cursed elf back up the steps and out of the grove, missing his chest and stomach by hairs.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Rubbing his small ivory horns, Bedesh silently crept on his hooves to Lavress, the only being in the temple who was not singing in the fey tongue, and the only one with his eyes somewhat open. He was standing, arms crossed, next to the right side of Princess Finwel-Dur, and motionless. “Lavress, what is going on? Everyone is chanting, what do we do?”


  “SSShhh.” the wild elf hunter put his finger to Bedesh’s lips. “We protect the Princess, we remain still while they close the temple stair. Once sealed, it will move and reopen through the magicks of Seirena and the earth to a safer place. You will be fine, I believe we will be farther north, near Caberra in short time.”


  Whispering even lower than his elven rescuer, Bedesh seemed concerned and wanted more answers. “What will we do there? Shinayne and Saberrak still need us, aren’t they heading to Valhirst or Harlaheim? How will we find them?”


  Lavress looked at the satyr and smiled, enjoying his love for his friends and worry for them. The wood elf felt the same, but rarely spoke it aloud. “Trust in the Whitemoon, trust in me, we will find Lady Shinayne and the others. In a few moments we will be closer to where they are arriving. I would much like you to help me find the fourth book, but it will be dangerous, Bedesh.”


  Bedesh looked at the elven bow in the other room he was given by Lavress, admired its design and the leaves on the flights of the arrows. “As long as we find Shinayne, I will follow you. But what of the hiroon, where has he gone? Why is he not inside if the temple is closing?”


  “He is protecting it from the outside, he will remain here. It is his duty as guardian of this temple and its grounds and for all beings inside and outside of it. He must stay here so that it is guarded while we are gone and the other temple arrives.” again, Lavress crossed his arms, continuing to whisper, listening to the satyr, yet drifting off to feel the distance that existed now between him and Lady T’Sarrin.


  “Protecting from whom? What is out there Lavv-r-r-ess-s? Why am I stuttering again, who would try and cause harm here? Tell me why I am afraid all of the sudd-dd-en?” his voice trembled, as if something had grabbed his throat, yet had not.


  “You feel him here because you are akin to the fey, you know when something unnatural is near, much like the sphinx, the hiroon, the dryads, and the pixies. You know who has followed us here.” Lavress did not feel what the satyr did, but he could sense and see the fear all over his friend.


  “Ken-en-dari? You have to help him, Kendari will kill him, I have-have-have seen him fight. He is a kill-ll-er Lavress. I am going-g-g to help the hiroon.” he turned, marching out to get his bow and arrows, certain that the Nadderi would come and kill everyone here if he did not. Fighting the trembling fear and terror of the thought of the cursed elf as best he could, Bedesh walked up the stairs.


  Lavress Tilaniun did as instructed, protecting the princess, the closure of the temple, he was drifting away from consciousness. He trusted Jevendial would kill the menacing elf quickly, and that he would order Bedesh straight back down here upon sight. He smiled at the bravery of the young forest being, and listened once more to the melodious sounds chanted in the temple underground. The hiroon warriors were the most deadly cousins of the fey that walked the ground Seirena blessed, Lavress knew no cursed mercenary could take Jevendial on sacred ground. The melodies continued, and the hunter fell into trance, against his will.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Kendari dodged to the left, parried with Shiver, crosscut with his backheld longsword now that he had closed in, but the hiroon was too quick to be fooled and spun right avoiding the easy cut. The Nadderi followed, now pursuing the wolflord, slashing near the neck with the heated blade and then cutting low at the thighs in rapid turns with his off hand. Jevendial backpedaled away from the low cuts and parried the high steaming ones with his curved sword, the heat in the air burning his nostrils. Not stopping his forward assault of metal, the cursed swordsman lunged with his outstretched blade, then rolled ahead as it was parried down, cutting with his left weapon across the back of the canine protector’s leg. The slight escape of a growl let him know he had cut deep, so he continued his maneuver past the hiroon, expecting him to now be on the attack. Before he could get Shiver on guard he was ducking and sidestepping scimitar cuts from an enraged wolflord. Precisely what he had intended. Kendari kept his breath in place, his parries and distance perfect, hoping to wear and bleed the guardian down for the final kill.


  Jevendial knew his time was now precious, feeling the warm trickle of blood down his hide. His scimitar cuts short and fast, relying on technique and wrist more than strength now, he had to conserve his energy. He tried to hit low on his enemy’s blades, pushing him to withdraw and give the hiroon room to disarm one of those deadly swords. He cut low forcing a low parry, then high in one fluid motion, keeping the other blade busy in his foe’s hands, and then stop cut the elf’s attacks halfway with lightning flicks of the blade to his front, allowing nothing inside his guard. Jevendial began weaving, spreading his grip on the well balanced scimitar, up and down motions in repetition, swirling the blade in a figure eight forward pattern that had Kendari unable to do much more than parry and move. He waited for the moment when the cursed elf tried to attack, lunge, or anything offensive. Well outside the sacred circle now, the hiroon pushed on, driving the elf out further and further.


  The Nadderi swordsman played along, waiting till it was believable that he would try something foolish, he would allow himself to be disarmed and finish this canine warrior in one cut. Feigning short cuts attempting to breach the weave of the scimitar, he moved in closer, sliding back and forth and left to right, looking for an angle to sneak Shiver through. Kendari lunged, and his blade held weak, it was disarmed to the ground. Bluffing a high attack with his off hand sword, he rolled low under the parry and crossed his wrists. As he sprung up from the obvious feint, he caught the blade intended for his collarbone in between his enchanted bracers. The clang of metal rang through the forest. Eye to eye with the hiroon warrior, he smiled, turned his forearms, reversed his grip on his blade with a flip of his fingers, and plunged it through the chest of his enemy. The hiroon stood, growling and struggling, his scimitar overhead and held away from making any worthy attack on the cursed elf. “Not even close.” he whispered into the canine ear of Jevendial.


  Skin peeled and stung as the arrow slit across Kendari’s thigh, and he heard a second one in flight from the grove below the stone steps he stood on holding up the dying canine. He gripped his blade in force and turned the hiroons back toward the trees, just as two more would have hit their mark. The guardian growled again, this time from two arrow tips through his back and protruding from his chest. Kendari peered over the shoulder of Jevendial, spotting the satyr in the center of the sacred grove with an elven bow. “Excellent work Bedesh, you have killed him for me, nicely done.”


  The satyr felt tears in his eyes, froze in shock at what he had done, and dropped the quiver of arrows at his feet. Fear and sorrow hit him like a hammer to the chest as he saw the cursed swordsman let the body fall, with two arrows through him. Bedesh could not move, could not speak, just stared as Kendari picked up his other weapon and began to stride toward him.


  Kendari stopped, looking down at the wolflord protector bleeding down the stones to the temple of the Whitemoon. He tilted his head, noticing a twitch and groan from the canine who was struggling to stand with his scimitar. He slashed Shiver’s edge clean through its throat, sizzling the blood as it cut. “Thousand apologies my lost prisoner, it seems it was I who killed him, but your help was greatly appreciated.” Kendari charged off the steps as Bedesh went for the quiver again, snapping from his shock.


  The arrows flew, one after another, four then five, then six, the cursed swordsman cutting them out of the air with his twin blades as if he knew exactly when to strike. His speed was beyond human, his senses too keen, and his training far superior to the satyr with the bow. Kendari was upon his former captive, kicked the bow out of his hands, then the quiver skittered across the cold green grass, spilling the remaining arrows. “Please don-on-on’t, pl-pleas-ease.”


  “Don’t what? Kill you?” with that the cursed swordsman thrust Shiver deep into Bedesh’s abdomen, slowly removing it as the flesh burned and blood flowed down his fur.


  Bedesh yelled, a dying scream, louder than he ever had before, a scream of fear and terror, filled with regret and pain, a plea for help as he fell to the ground of the grove. “Lavress!”


  



   


  Shinayne I:II 


  Carisian Sea, Harlaheim Waters


  Air mixed with salt and spray from the Carisian Sea wafted into her breath, deep breaths of southern winter. Her aqua eyes drank in the view from the ship, ears the sounds of the seagulls that followed, and heart the open freedom. Lady T’Sarrin’s golden hair and rich skin shimmered as she lay her arms on the starboard edge of the Bronze Harpy, near the molding idol of a winged woman that decorated each side of the vessel. Hours passed with the men working the mast and riggings, setting the sails, checking with the captain on many a thing, and Shinayne stood staring and resting, enjoying the sea. Warmer waters of Kilikala, her homeland, raced back from memory where she spent much time at sea in training with the elven navy decades past.


  Her dreams during the times when she closed her eyes were as much of those she had traveled with as they were with Lavress, wherever he may be. She saw James, healing with but a touch and a feeling, she sensed that his God, Alden, had touched him and saved him from the tortuous pain he had been putting himself through. Her thoughts of mercy and prayers of life for him spoke in her mind. The elven swordswoman had deep intuition that this human had been through far too much in his years, and carried great pain and guilt over something that he could not have avoided, yet took it all onto himself. That honor the king bestowed had helped, but not fully healed. The bottles were but the escape, not the deeper root of his agony. Breathing and focusing, in touch with her surroundings and at peace, she could tap into much of the emotion that radiated from others near. She felt that James Andellis and Gwenneth were somehow connected, but could not sense much from the wizard, she was far more guarded than the benevolent knight. He was kind, pure, and full of life and duty under his scars of flesh and heart. Shinayne smiled, seeing him care for the dwarven priest’s wounds.


  The wizard had great power, it could be felt even if the elven woman had not been concentrating now, deep in her meditation and rest. Gwenne’s focus was on the scroll, on getting to Harlaheim, and on escaping her mother and the academy. Shinayne looked over at her, across to the port side of the ship, and sensed her secrets. Not details or thoughts, but that she had them, and was concerned about those that followed, those that waited, and much of her untested skills. She worried much, and her ego was much a front, despite her great talents and education, this human woman lacked confidence in herself. That is why she was here more than anything else, the elf felt, to test herself and prove to herself what she could do without her mother. A craving for more of all she knew, and did not yet know, pervaded her thoughts almost constantly like a hidden obsession. Shinayne could get no more from Gwenneth’s aura, and felt the need to stretch and breath with her blades in the wind of early morning sunlight.


  Her purple and black clothes whipped around as she pulled and fastened them tight, walking to the center of the bow of the Harpy, the men clearing out of her way as she drew her swords. More peace, a deeper, harmonious peace overcame her, and she closed her eyes again. She felt the age of her matching blades, the curve of the ancient steel passed down for six long generations in her family, they each sang to her silently. The longblade in her right, shortblade in her left, she went to a relaxed on guard, and began to slowly move, step by step, bringing her arms out and pointing both weapons toward the bow of the ship. Her breath was slow, almost non existent, as she turned on her heal and toes, raising her blades outward as if lunging at the air, then stepping back and dropping them to gentle parries from enemy weapons that were not present. Her blades crossed as she crouched, then cut outward as she stepped up and out, again held high ready to strike with perfect style and precision at foes that only she could see. She began to hum a prayer to Siril, one that elven weapon masters taught students initially to perfect their timing with strike and step. The hum of that old elven song now brought her and the earth, the sky and her blades, into a union that reached yet deeper meditation.


  The inner peace mixed with worry was not easy to sense on Azenairk Thalanaxe, his feelings buried like precious stones under mountains of faith and duty. Secrets too, he had some much larger than the wizard, and his mind danced with sorrow and prayer surrounding whatever it was he carried with him. Her blades weaved low, into parries and short cuts that only moved as she breathed deep of the open air. Many men on the ship now watching this beautiful creature dance with her swords, eyes closed and humming, her motions lingering in the morning sun. Zen was pious, caring, unselfish, and alone for certain. His cares stretched only those he traveled with, his cares for home seemed not to exist in his thoughts and glow. Shinayne felt his admiration for James and for the minotaur, and even sensed he thought of her often. A smile cast across her calm face, feeling his eyes upon her from the aft of the ship where he and James were talking, absorbing the loving thoughts he was emitting without him even knowing. The dwarven priest had a journey, and his heart hoped he would not be alone more than anything. The elven noblewoman sensed great purpose in Zen, and felt he would never be alone while seeking it.


  Her longblade turned horizontal across her face, the shortblade low and pointed out, and then her steps of hard heeled boot advanced, cutting with her right, then lunging with the left, turning with cuts and slashes. Sensing the edge of the bow, she turned and rolled backwards, springing up slow and full of grace, her blades sheathed as she rose. Again Shinayne turned, eyes closed in deep rest and meditation, drew her weapons, holding them perfectly still across her chest. Her mind wandered below to the gray minotaur, his silent focus, his unspoken pursuit of something he knew nothing of, freedom. She felt Saberrak’s spirit had something unusual, unique, that even he did not understand. His strength and skills in battle were beyond confidant, but this surface world was strange, and the feelings and company of others he could trust were equally new and alien to the minotaur. Lady T’Sarrin wished she could teach him trust and companionship, yet realized his life had been anything but accepting of such things. She felt he trusted little, and only wished to get far from where he came from, by whatever means it took. The scroll he carried held much fascination for the elf, having an aura almost as powerful as a living being. Its pain and love like a widowed woman at her lover’s grave, its power like an ancient mystery that had been trapped forever. Something stood out on Saberrak, as she concentrated in stillness at the end of her kata, the minotaur missed his family. She felt a brother, a father, both in a place that he could not reach. Shinayne usually knew this meant that they were dead, but with the gray gladiator, she felt as if they were very much alive, but he had simply accepted that they would never be near him again. Great sorrow filled her chest and brought tears to her closed eyes. Shinayne had very much the same emotion deep inside, having not seen her real parents since she was a young child. She sat down with legs crossed to finish her meditation, and to think of Lavress and cleanse her spirit.


  His body was still, much like her own at this exact moment. Lavress was deep in meditation right now, not more than three days from here, she felt him strong. He was in a place of music and safety, and he was thinking of her at the same moment. Only two elves, deep in their revered meditations, and sharing love, could possibly see and feel so detailed as to communicate. Lavress and Shinayne had done so many times, and once they had spoken in dreams for an entire night, even on different continents. She saw his form, standing, his ancient blades sheathed, his face of deep tan was calm with eyes closed. The tribal markings of leaves etched on his face like a decorated statue of the forest. His spirit said “Hello my love”, yet he did not move or speak.


  “Hello beloved” she replied, no language could read or understand it, for their communication was above such things. She reached out and touched his face, caressing her hand down his finely chiseled features and up to the points of his ears. He returned with a gentle hand to hers, tracing her lips with his fingertip. Warmth entered her body and mind, warmth that he was sending to her and she readily accepted. The two shared moments of laughter that none in the world could possibly know of, deep and private.


  “Are you safe, princess?” his emotion carried thoughts to her, the warmth taking vision of an embrace deep underground in a sacred place with the fey. She heard the music clearly now, felt the presence of others around him.


  “I am safe and at peace, save for my longing heart” she kissed him, softly, prolonged as if it may take years for another one to occur. “I need you here with me”


  “I am with you” the feeling that conveyed into words began to have the faintest hum to it, a resonating that was undeniably stronger than anything she had felt in decades. He drew his weapons, the forward curved falcata and kukri dagger, smiling, and weaved playfully.


  Shinayne did the same, remembering her teachings in secret, in the grove of her homeland when he would visit and they would sneak away to be with one another. They danced, he only in the deep of meditation, but the elven woman did so also on the bow of the ship, her mind and body remaining one.


  From stances of silent steps, to twirling slow parries, intermingled with the touch of lips and stares into each others eyes, the two lovers spent uncounted moments in spirit with one another, reliving the past and sharing warmth from so far away. A peace and love that no one could see, no one could touch, and nothing could stop. Laughter and release of every concern the two may have built up was freed, only the elves of different cultures dancing with swords in silence and passion existed at this time for Lavress and Shinayne. They both felt where the other was, and where they were heading, an unspoken understanding that they just knew. They silently vowed to find each other soon.


  It stopped, suddenly. Lavress’ topaz eyes opening and face going stern like steel in an instant. The warmth faded, the sounds died away, and she screamed his name, but nothing came through. He looked at her, as if he or she was being dragged away. His gaze went to the others around him, farther now, colder, and then back to her. His gaze quickly, desperately, went ahead, to some place, something she felt was near, deadly and near. Shinayne tried to hold onto the thought, the connection to his spirit, but it faded too quickly. He began to walk, striding away with purpose that he could not share. Again she felt chill, like a dark cloud of poison penetrating her mind, and she could not tell what it was that had torn them apart.


  Tears rolled down her cheeks, the cold of the open sea breezes pulled her awake against her will. Blades in hand, for how long she was unsure, the sun had moved across the western sky some distance, perhaps in had been two hours, maybe more. She saw the shadow of Sabrerrak, arms folded, looming over her as she lowered her guard and breathed in deep to stop the flow of tears. Longing to go back to the warmth, she turned, laying her head on the minotaur’s chest. Why she did not know, but to be held against someone real, to touch in this world and to feel another person next to her swept over her heart like an unstoppable wave through the rocks.


  “What troubles you elf?” he whispered, placing an arm around her for support, for he knew not what else to do. Saberrak had never had a friend in all his years, only those he killed, wanted to kill him, or family he could not help. “You saw something, you yelled out, something attacked you just now, what was it?”


  “I don’t know, I could not see it. It is near Lavress, whatever it is.” Shinayne felt the hard beating rhythm of the gray gladiators heart, pounding slowly through his muscle and hide that her face lay against. Then he pushed her back gently, staring at her weapons, then at her, then back to her blades.


  “What is it?” she sniffled, looking down, then backing up, eyes wide and full of fear. Her longblade was held in perfect grip, yet her off hand curved shortblade was held in reverse grip, pointing down to the deck. Shinayne had never held a weapon in the improper fashion before, that style was for assassins and...her thoughts stopped.


  “The Nadderi.” Shinayne closed her eyes, saying a prayer for Lavress, certain she knew what drew him away and what was about to happen. Her tears rolled again, feeling fear for her lover, and for the killer that she had faced and failed to stand against blade to blade. She wished she could be there, right now, for maybe together they could kill the Nadderi swordsman, but neither could do it alone. There were some things Shinayne was sure of, and with all her heart, she hoped this time she was wrong. The men lost interest, having no reason to watch the elf and the minotaur stand in silence on the bow of the Bronze Harpy. The waves crashed in the Carisian Sea, and in her heart, she stood against them simply pleading with Siril to protect Lavress, in silence.


  Saberrak had vague understanding of what was going on, but if she was having any sort of premonitions about the wicked elf they had met, he understood her fear. His heavy breathing brought her comfort, so he remained still, not knowing really what else he could do for the elven woman. It annoyed him to see her upset, and that was the first time in his life that he could admit that he cared for someone in any way. Saberrak the gray thought it best to keep that to himself.


  



   


  Lavress I:V 


  Temple of the Whitemoon, Chazzrynn


  Kendari smiled at the form of the satyr in the fetal position, blood running from his gut and mouth, pooling on the white stones set in the courtyard of the sacred circle of the temple of the Whitemoon. His moaning and whimpering brought pleasure to his ears mixed with the fey melody that rose from under the stone steps leading to the secret shrines, to all that he hated. His wickedness now taking over, the smile that would not leave until he had finished, the Nadderi swordsman turned and walked across the grounds of the holy site. Trees moaned again, the grass withered back into the earth where he stepped, and the wind blew harder, as if something in nature was beyond anger at his presence. “Oh? You do not wish for me to be here, is that it? I challenge you Seirena, to come and stop me! Bring your earthen face here for me to cut apart! Let me show you the result of your curses and cause! If you actually cared for your servants, you would appear, coward Goddess! For you and I know what I am about to do inside your temple!” Yelling at the wind, the quickly clouding sky, the ages old elf cursed and called out for the Goddess herself to appear, for he wished most to inflict upon her what he had been given so many centuries ago. Hearing nothing, Kendari marched, blades out, toward the steps leading underground.
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  The stare from the small crowned face of the fairy Finwel-Dur said more than any words could. Her eyes full of sadness, of acceptance, her mouth still chanting the words to close the temple and have it awaken in another far away sacred circle. Many eyes looked at Lavress as he awoke, hearing the scream of his name from the satyr. No one could speak, his mind quickly clearing of Lady T’Sarrin. He could not ask for advice, he did not know if the temple would close without him inside, nor what she or the sphinx had seen. Lavress of the Hedim Anah had to choose now, to follow his order, or face whatever was outside that the hiroon must have failed to stop. He knew who it was, only if he was alone or with an army of trolls that concerned him. No one could stop the chant, hours in the making, or else they would be in much greater danger should someone reach the inner sanctum of the court of the temple. So close to leaving this frontier land of cold and treachery, so safe in protecting the princess of the temple, yet Lavress could not wait any longer. As he stepped forward, a voice froze him for but a moment.


  “We are of the earth, of the Goddess that breaths our life and we must go and remain with her. You are an elf, child of the moon Lavress. Our paths will cross always, but yours will forever have its own course guided from above, where ours is from within and below. May Seirena bless you and guard you. You haven’t much time.” her words, like Shinayne’s, were full of emotion, her mouth only moving in the chants of the ancient fey, and her eyes pleading for his safe return.


  Lavress bowed, touching his fingers to his head, his chin, and his heart, drew his blades and turned to face his enemy. He felt no fear, nothing but purpose, no emotion save the concern for those outside and inside the temple. He walked up the stairs, weapons at his sides, and saw a form approaching the top of the steps marching toward him. Lavress stared at the chest of the Nadderi swordsman, glanced quickly to spot any allies he might have. He noticed Bedesh laying to his left, surrounded by much blood, but still breathing. His keen elven eyes caught the body of Jevendial to his right, the hiroon was not moving nor bleeding, certainly in the next life now by the wounds that his limp corpse showed from its position over the stones.


  His focus back in the blink of an eye, the hunter from Gualidura feigned to raise his weapons, then kicked forward with all his strength, directly into the upper abdomen of Kendari, sending him tumbling to the ground backwards and landing into a roll to his knees. The cursed killer had been paying attention to the sky, his own ego, and had not seen Lavress come up the stairs so rapid and silent.


  The cursed elf caught his breath, laughing, he stood up to face the still pursuing wood elf hunter he had yet to formally meet. “Lavress Tilaniun of the Hedim Anah? Let me return your kind greeting.” at that he lowered his guard and crouched, Shiver radiating heat and his pyramid pommeled longsword held reverse near his thigh. He waited for a response, but the hunter simply raised his blades on guard and marched in, not even meeting the gaze of Kendari. “You will not catch me off guard again, but I may let Shinayne have her way with me, when I find her.”


  The taunt surprised the hunter, who now met his gaze, his deep brown forest eyes meeting the wicked green orbs of the ancient assassin. Words and curses ran through his mind, anger flooded his veins, yet Lavress remained silent, focused, not giving in to manipulation. His wolf-pommeled falcata cut toward the heat spewing longsword, making contact, then he followed by stabbing forward in a thrust of steps with the curved kukri dagger of the Hedim Anah, now glowing a faint white which it had never done before. Kendari easily parried all three cuts with Shiver, not bothering to use his left hand in this small test of skills between two elves. He noticed the shimmer from the reverse curved dagger, however, the same time it’s wielder did. The two paced each other in circles, sizing out the reach and steps of the other. “You were unaware that your ceremonial dagger was especially enchanted to kill ones like me, Lavress?”


  “Indeed”, the wood elf hunter spoke, caring nothing for the distractions this cursed veteran was attempting. He knew now, that his adversary would be paying close attention to the glowing kukri, and he planned to exploit it by using the falcata to get inside his defenses.


  Kendari’s mind was planning as well, sensing that the wood elf protector had no idea that he was well protected against fey magicks from his deal with the demon temptress Nareene so many centuries ago. He would feign his concern for the dagger, and be aware of the curved falcata moreso without letting on.


  “Why do you wait, Nadderi? Are you not in a hurry to kill me and make for the temple?” Lavress returned words, hoping to throw this bastard’s confidence off mark. He watched the steps, noting that every fourth step taken was sideways to keep his turn and guard in place, his breathing shallow and seldom, but in all ways consistent.


  “It’s not my forest friend bleeding to death on the ground, savage. I have all day, unlike you.” Kendari grinned, his green eyes laughing with him at the hunter trying to intimidate him or throw him off.


  Lavress charged, hearing enough, his matched curved weapons cutting across at the face of this murderer, both parried by Shiver. The Nadderi returned attacks with a close sweeping slice toward the hunter’s hips, and the kukri blocked it. Then a downward chop with Shiver, meeting the falcata, followed by a kick to Lavress’ chest, the boot heel hitting the sternum and knocking him back. Kendari did not wait, lunging with his heated sword at his foe’s chest, out of reach, then stepping in low and cutting across at the thigh level with the backheld longsword. The hunter turned around a banyan tree after jumping over the crosscut of the Nadderi, propelling himself to the other side and appearing behind him. He, in turn, crouched low and brought a rapid succession of short cuts toward Kendari’s body. The first two were caught by the spinning parry of Shiver as he turned to face the wood elf, the second two he backed up and used his off hand in close to counter, and his bracer deflected the last. The sparks shot in all directions as the two attacked and counter attacked in and out of the sacred circle.


  Kendari took the lead, forcing Lavress back with a series of quick attacks at his right arm, then stepping in to sweep cut with his left hand. When the swords missed or were parried, he rose and spun, chopping down with diagonal slashes followed by another cross cut from the reverse gripped blade that seemed to parry everything. Four cycles had Lavress stepping from side to side without realizing he was reacting to the swarm of blows, barely avoiding the edge each time. The wood elf crossed his weapons on Shiver, locking the blade for a moment, and then jumped over the off hand cut from his foe, spun left, blades out at face level, trying to escape reach of the Nadderi killer who had him backed up near a tree. As he spun, feigning those outstretched attacks, Lavress dropped low, his leg sweeping Kendari’s, hitting the back of the knee. As he was swept, the cursed assassin reached with a double cut toward his enemy catching the ear of the wood elf. Kendari hit the ground on his back, blades up and ready. Lavress shook his head, feeling the burn of Shiver on his ear and side of his face where he had been cut. The smell of burned hair and skin, moist blood and stinging agitated him, distracting for a moment, allowing the Nadderi elf to regain his footing.


  “Burns, eh?” Kendari took his traditional on guard, standing taller, blades low and head tilted down, menacing stare and grin driving into his enemy.


  “’You tell me.” Lavress moved to lunge with the kukri, then stopped and kicked under Kendari’s hand, tipping the very tip of Shiver into his chin. The burn was but a blink of an eye, drawing no blood whatever, but the pale face of the cursed swordsman turned as red as the new mark on his face.


  “Now you are dead elf.” Kendari’s grin was gone, his focus and anger redoubled, humiliated by a savage, he lunged toward Lavress, intent on a quick kill.


  Shiver leapt forward, point first, and then his off hand blade cut across at the wood elf’s face, almost taking his eye. His steps precise, in time with his sword cuts, Kendari spun round with his left leading arcing cuts, followed by his right, spinning the blades in his hand for quick stop cuts rather than solid parries, which allowed him to get closer and Lavress to only be effective with the dagger. The dance begun again, Lavress barely able to see the attacks roaring in, but his elven speed allowed him to react and keep pace. The Nadderi backed him up, then pulled his arms back to the point of pain in the elbows, striking his fist into Lavress’ face, and Shiver dove deep into his shoulder through his leather armor. The wild elf did not let himself be caught off guard, and cut the dagger across Kendari’s thigh, kicked him off, and spun round the tree, regaining his stance. The two stared once again, both determined. The echo of steel strikes by the hundreds rang through the sacred forest as the two masters of blade and step started again with the setting sun.


  



   


  Johnas I:IV 


  Valhera Chambers, Valhirst Underground


  Her body felt cold, she moved her hands around and touched the silk sheets, Johnas’ silk sheets, but not her clothing. Her face ached, and she could not move her neck or her right side at all. Much was numb, and much more throbbing in piercing arcs of pain. Vanessa Blackflame also could feel moisture, in between her legs. She began to cry, knowing she had been engaged in pleasure very recently, she could tell, any woman could. She knew it had been Johnas, it always was, yet she could recall nothing. Her sobs only hurt her wounds more, feeling the burn now, a burn from her shoulder to her ear, increasing her cries of anguish and misery. Only her left eye would open, she could see the candlelit bedroom of the prince, she knew it well. Being his adopted daughter had privileges and pains, being bought usually does. She got up, trembling from pain, feeling her womanhood raw and painful from something rough that she had not been conscious for. Vanessa wrapped the sheets around her and stumbled toward the large mirror across from the bed. Her scream at the horror of her face could have woke the dead, and she fell to the ground into the fetal position, screaming and wishing she had not survived. The young wizard had seen the left side of her face in a faint light, but it was enough to see the damage the lightning had done. Her flesh was blackened, what was left of it, her eye was swollen shut, her neck charred and burned with her shoulder, the shiny muscle and flesh that used to be covered with skin exposed and dark as midnight. Her youth and beauty tarnished along with years of forcing herself and being forced upon by her supposed adopted father, Prince Johnas Valhera. Her screams continued bouncing off the walls in the immense bedchamber of her captor. She searched for her wand, her staff, her rage and pain needing to unleash through powerful magicks on something.


  The door flung open, priests of the prince, witch doctors with titles was more accurate, scoured over her, holding her down, spreading ointments on her wounds. She struggled, cried out, begged for them to stop. A flintpiece was struck, and she could smell the smoldering opium rising in the air. They held her down, she was powerless, and as she gasped, the smoke entered her mouth burning as it went into her lungs. She coughed, and held her breath for as long as she could. Her eyes wandered in the silence of the chaos, meeting his eyes in the doorway, watching, head lowered. Johnas was there, but he did nothing but stare, and then he walked away from the girl he had raised and pleasured himself with since her youth. She had been more vulnerable, beautiful, erotic, and obedient than any of the others. He rewarded her with study in the arts, gifts and magical trinkets, power, and his bed. Now, all she had known besides Balric, was walking away when she most needed someone to explain what had happened, and comfort her that all would be fine. She received nothing, and as her breath gave out in dire need to inhale, the opium bag opened and filled her chest with smoke that numbed it all, producing her silence, and then a wide-eyed sleep.
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  Prince Johnas paced once more around the pit, staring at the hornless body of Heathen that lay face down on the spikes. Kaya and Chalas had left for Devonmir, the Queen Sapphire had followed the fugitive ship with Farrigus in charge. His woman less than pleasurable with all her injuries, though he made use of her anyway. Heathen was dead, Gregore’ and his coven of shapechangers well placed and following the ships with those from Altestan. Gerram and Dasius dead as well, Johnas began to feel a bit lonely in his throne room. He needed entertainment, he needed blood, and he desired to wield his power over someone or something. He had tired of the boring conversations with the corpses in the pit, said all he had needed to there, and now was hoping for something to happen, anything.


  The door behind the throne opened, his priests walking out shaking their heads. Each silently bowed to the Prince, standing by the pit, knowing that conversation with him while near the site where his displeasures resided was most unwise. “What of lovely Lady Blackflame, my indentured and overpaid priests?”


  One of the older men spoke up, his hands tucked in his black robes, “She sleeps your highness, her burns are severe. We will try all we can to tend to them, but she will be scarred forever. I would recommend letting her rest over the next few weeks, as we do all we are able.”


  Johnas looked at the priests, then to the pit, and then back at the priests.


  “We will convene now, my lord, and see what else may be of assistance to the young lady. Come brothers, I have some ideas for young Vanessa.” he motioned the others back into the bedchamber, quickly.


  The Prince smiled, enjoying his lonely power, pacing again around the pit. “Do you gentlemen wish any company? A few priests might make for interesting and inspiring conversation for your current predicament.” he stared at the bodies in his pit. His laughter rolled through the vast chamber, even putting the doppelganger guard at much unease.
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  Farrigus stared at the ships in the distance through the spyglass, unable to tell details, but seeing enough. He could tell the ships that had headed off the Bronze Harpy were royal vessels of Chazzrynn by the flags, and that they were splitting up. One was heading this way toward the Queen Sapphire, the other out into deeper waters. The Harpy lifted anchor, and was again heading north to Harlaheim. “All right captain, resume your heading north, let’s try and pass by the ship from Loucas, see if they stop us.”


  “Surely will Farrigus, they are looking for something or someone. Never seen two royal galleons together searching the coast this close to Valhirst. We are going to be boarded for certain.” the captain was nervous, more of the ship and what they would find below, than this foul murderer of the Prince that ordered him around. If inspected, the captain worried that the seven doppelgangers below would stand out, since most of them did not speak any Agarian at all. They were having much difficulty getting them to remain appearing as crewmen, and had no idea how to act on a ship, so they were kept below deck where they practiced changing into things, strange things. They did not like visitors, and they ate things that they should not eat, including one crew member already.


  “We will be fine, captain.” Farrigus worried too, having only a thousand gold coin in bribes available, should the inspection show the young and inexperienced shapechangers that he was given by the prince of Valhirst. “Either way, we head north. If I have to kill some royal captain and sink his ship, so be it.”


  The navy vessel approached quickly through the bright and breezy winter afternoon, its flags now visible. The captain leaned toward the bow, spyglass in hand. He took another look, and then another, hoping he was incorrect in his vision. He was not, for certain the Prince of Chazzrynn with heavily armed royal guard was set upon them, and watching their every move.


  “Lord Farrigus, sir, it is the MorningHawk of the Chazzrynn fleet, two flags raised which means royalty aboard! I think I saw Prince Bryant on the bow of the ship! Not the king himself, or there would be three flags, but from the capital in Loucas for certain! What do we do?!” his nerves on edge, a naval captain for Prince Johnas yes, and he had done much that was less than honorable in his service. This, however, was much different. Going up against a royal vessel was not just treason, it was certain death.


  “We close with them, open fire, and continue our course north. If they follow, we lose them in Taberlo Pass and around Cat’s Eye Isle, right? I do not understand the confusion here, captain.” Farrigus drew his longsword and dagger, checking for the edge and any nicks that he may have to sharpen out.


  “Farrigus, this is the prince of the kingdom, not some routine port inspection. Firing on them is treason, as is avoiding them. This is suicide, for even if we were to sink them, they have their orders from another…”


  “And your orders are from Prince Johnas Valhera, enforced by myself. The king is old, and if his only heir should perish accidentally, who would rule this kingdom when Mikhail is gone? The T’Vellons of Southwind Keep, the Lazlette family in Vallakazz or perhaps you think the other fat nobles in Loucas will? Johnas will one day be king of Chazzrynn, you best be aware of the future captain. Treason now, for honor and reward later. Now, set our course to hit them straight on, unless you wish to challenge my authority in the matter?” the scarred assassin twirled his blade once, then twice, smiling through his unkempt beard and squinting dark eye.


  “No sir” the captain marched off to the aft of the Queen Sapphire.” Set course due north, stay to the coast! Ready the men for attack!” he had no argument with dying later for treason, as opposed to dying right now at the end of that mans sword.
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  King Mikhail had another trebuchet bolt fired toward the giant trireme vessel of the Altestani armada, tipped with a white flag, which was known as a peaceful hail. Third one that the crew most undoubtedly had seen, and still they headed further northeast avoiding any and all contact. The old king wondered what business they had in Valhirst with such a large ship, a warship, and also in following the Harpy north toward Harlaheim. The flags that waved symbolized the flagship of the King of Chazzrynn, and even foreign visitors were obliged to honor and respect that on the open sea.


  “Full sail ahead, Captain. I want to see these trespassers up close and personal. Head them off at deeper waters, let them see that we do not intend to be ignored. Ready our weapons and men to board.” Mikhail did not like invaders in his waters, not that a four hundred men could pose a threat to his kingdom, but nonetheless he was the king, trade flags or not.


  “Your majesty, they must have at least three hundred men on that warship. May I suggest not appearing intent on battle when we are so outmatched?” the captain, never failing an order in over a decade, was concerned going after a ship twice their size in such deep depths.


  “You may suggest it, Captain. Now prepare the men.” the king thought back to his days when Harlaheim and Chazzrynn were at war over the very waters they traveled on now. Outmatched, outnumbered, but once the knights and soldiers of Chazzrynn boarded a Harlian vessel, the tide always turned. Many times he had the chance to back off, to allow size and numbers dissuade him from fighting against an enemy. Even when his sons were killed in the last weeks of the war, he had not turned back. The battles that took place in Iron Gulf and Redcliff Bay on the Carisian Sea were legendary, from fifteen years prior when Bryant was just a babe and the king still had a queen.


  Closer now, Mikhail used the spyglass to see who was at the helm of the great trireme of the northern empires, and if they were prepared for battle. To his surprise, they had not a weapon loaded, and the men aboard seemed busy and completely ignoring the threat of the king on his flagship, The Persistence. He saw the three likely candidates for leadership, their fine clothes and robes, darker skin and beards long and braided under white turban wraps, and covered in jewelry. Long curved scimitars and thinner shamshirs decorated their hips as they ordered around crewmen like themselves, or paler skinned slaves from their vast homeland made up of dozens of countries and cultures all owing servitude to Altestan. They moved slowly to deeper waters, avoiding the conflict or any chance of meeting entirely. Mikhail would be hard pressed to head them off, but he had full intent on making the effort. He watched the flags of the three dragons of Altestan flit in the winds as they drifted further out away from his kingdom.
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  Gregore’ turned to the men, it’s guise as royal ambassador and son of a prince, Alamud Kaven Sa’oom, was perfect after only a few days with the Altestani man. It had watched his mannerisms, the way he spoke and moved his facial expressions, even how he slept. After they left port, Gregore’ used arcane magic to place him in a deep sleep, and cut his throat with a bladed bone that it formed from its wrist. The minion fey kinsman dumped the body and several others that night, and assumed many functions throughout the giant trireme vessel. The doppelganger imitated most of his clothing with its own flesh, but took the jewelry and weapons of the northern lord, just in case it would need them. Items of enchanted nature, despite the ancient years of practice in the arcane, could not be duplicated. The elder shapeshifter, skilled above its race for centuries, now only had to keep up appearances to the crew and slaves. Samiri, the entrusted bodyguard of the former Altestani lord, had not caught on to anything yet, but was getting closer by the hour with the Chazzrynn ship approaching.


  The Headhunter warship continued further out to sea, the Persistence still moving to head them off, and firing giant trebuchet harpoons high in the air, with white flags to hail them. Gregore’ ignored them, knowing and caring little for the politics or etiquettes of kingdoms or the sea. He concentrated his energies, silently forcing the arcane to do the creatures will without others noticing which had taken decades of self training. The winds filled the sails, at the being’s command, while slaves of various cultures manned the oars. Further east they sailed, putting more distance between them and the Chazzrynn vessel. The solid black eyes twitched, sensing the approach of the bodyguard, Samiri. Gregore’ had also studied language for over a century in its many travels and murderous excursions. It knew the Altestani tongue well. The creature had even taught it to many of the children it had aboard the ship.


  “Cousin, why is it we sail further when we have nothing to hide here? Certainly, you do not fear such a puny ship and crew, no matter who would be at the helm?” the royal guardian had never seen his lord avoid a chance to meet a foreign noble, as his arrogance and superiority had led him to great heights for God Yjaros and his emperors.


  “No, no. You see, cousin, this ship has weapons armed, and we wish to avoid such trivial meetings with frontier kings as live here in the south. Yes, yes.” the doppelganger did not face the curious human, ensuring its eyes were not noticed.


  “Are you well, my lord? You seem in need of rest. You are speaking as if the sun or cold has had affect on you. Please, let me take you below and get you refreshment.” he tried to step in front of his superior, but the man turned away, facing down and avoiding him. His attempts to see his cousin’s face were failing, drawing his suspicions in as what could be wrong with lord Alamud.


  “Do not bother me, Samiri. No, no. I am well, keep eye on the northern horizon for the fleeing ship with the precious scroll. Yes, yes, yes, the scroll.” Gregore’ did not like this mans closeness, it abhorred it, making the thing feel impatient and angry.


  “Scroll? What scroll ? Alamud, it is me, your cousin and closest friend. Something is wrong with you cousin, you are not well. Let me see you.” he tried to turn his cousin around, grabbed his shoulder, and felt something unnatural about the way his muscles tightened, like something in his clothes was not his clothes, like this was not his cousin. He was pushed back, Alamud suddenly facing him, somehow, without actually moving. Samiri was knocked back with a mere push from a man that could not possibly be that strong. His curved thin shamshir was out in a flash, seeing eyes of deep black where his royal cousin’s eyes of sky blue had been previously. “Who are you?!”


  Gregore’ drew the enchanted scimitar, stolen from the corpse of dead Alamud. “Men, it seems my bodyguard does not agree with me on our tactics. He wishes war on the Chazzrynn vessel, yes, yes, he does.” the doppelganger raised a sinister voice, ensuring the men and slaves heard it. Yells and boos followed, mostly from its other kinsman in place as topside men of the Headhunter. “I would kneel quickly, cousin. Yes, yes, I would.” Gregore’ whispered at the confused and outraged Altestani swordsman.


  “This is not our lord! He is a creature, an imposter, a fiend!” Samiri lunged with a twirl of his flashing blade, slicing into clothing. Clothing that bled as if it were flesh. “What in the names of all unholy demons are you?”


  “You will never know, little human. No, no, never know.” the shapeshifter swung the scimitar with poor skill, over and over, the attacks easily parried by the trained warrior it stood against. The blows were heavy, the swords ringing loud on the upper deck of the slaveship. Gregore’ quickly surmised that it would have to find another way to kill this one.


  Samiri, still in shock and fury with many worries and questions, returned the powerful attacks with quick and precise cuts, his left arm behind him, palm down for balance. He ducked under the scimitar, cutting seven times into the flesh of the man that appeared to be Lord Alamud. Then, seeing purple blood slowly seep through cloth and flesh, he knew that surely he dealt with something else. He had seen his cousin wounded, his blood should have been rich and red like his own. He lunged after a high feint, piercing the creature through the chest, with expert precision through the heart.


  Gregore’ chuckled, feeling the slight pain of its disguise and flesh being disrupted by enchanted steel, it drew back, grabbing the man’s arm. Stepping forward, face to face, it put its hand on the warrior’s chest. Samiri tried to get loose, free his swordarm, but could not. “It has no heart, no, no, none at all human.” bones of pointed death, one by one, elongated with incredible speed from the creature’s fingers and through the bodyguard’s chest and armor out the other side. They retracted, the Altestani man unable to breathe as his lungs and heart had been punctured, then he felt the cut of the scimitar across his throat, and the feeling of falling. His body splashed into the Carisian Sea, washing under the trireme warship as the waves of motion pulled along.


  “Yes, yes. Full sail to the northeast!” the doppelganger pretended to be scuffed, but not injured, and made a show of brushing itself off and sheathing the blade. Quickly, it made the clothing appear torn and cut to add to the illusion. The men went back to work, and any that talked of the matter over the next night at sea, strangely came up missing. The strange family of shapeshifters followed the moons at night, and the distant but nearing Bronze Harpy during the day. No one dared ask again, why the Lord Alamud did not wish to meet the Chazzrynn king.


  



   


  Kendari I:VII 


  Temple of the Whitemoon, Chazzrynn


  The falcata cut across high, missing the quick Nadderi elf, and then the glowing dagger followed in a set of rapid thrusts that put the cursed elf to backing as he kept his defenses up against the curved weapon of his skilled opponent. Another display of prowess unleashed as Lavress Tilaniun spun and dove ahead with both ancient blades at Kendari’s chest, then stopped before the parry and redoubled the lunge, sending the cursed swordsman toppling back over the stone steps into the sacred grove.


  On his feet in an instant, the Nadderi assassin feinted to dive Shiver at the wood elf, watching his falcata, then spun full circle, Shiver attacking high, his left hand knocking the dagger aside. He followed with another blade cut to the curved sword of the hunter, then spun again, slicing his left across the stomach of his enemy. The quick slice of leather and skin was felt, and Kendari turned to an overhead thrust with Shiver, also nicking through the armor of Lavress, sizzling into his shoulder right as he rolled to recuperate his form and spacing. The cursed killer noticed small bloodstains in those two places on the savage elf, feeling confidant in his routine, he smiled and stared.


  The Hedim Anah warrior turned sideways, throwing off the target of his torso, and began to weave his dagger from side to side, teasing and distracting Kendari. Feinting with the falcata’s forward edge, Lavress attacked with a horizontal slash, then a kick high toward the face that fell short, and again went into the rapid stabs with the dagger. This time, he stopped short, the parries too easy for his adversary, and jumped at him, slashing across his lowered shoulder with the curved weapon. He had hit armor and cut hard, sending his foe rolling forward to avoid getting caught from behind. Lavress landed ready, but felt his arm stinging. Looking briefly as he readied for another exchange of blades, blood trickled down his arm from an attack of the enemy’s longsword that he had not even seen.


  Kendari of Stillwood rolled his shoulder, pointing his heated longblade at the wood elf to keep him at bay. He circled and paced, in obvious discomfort from the wound of what the falcata edge had done to his armor. He looked at the triceps of his forest enemy, noting the attack from below the flying lunge had hit the mark. His tight black garb blended into the shadows under the trees, and his eyes stared across to his prey, waiting for him to initiate his furious attacks again. The Nadderi swordsman felt challenged, for the first time in centuries, for this wood elf hunter was determined, quick, and deadly. His thoughts drifted to the last time he had killed a member of the Hedim Anah, it had been ages. He knew Lavress had at least four bleeding wounds to his one, he had the advantage. His enemy approaching, Kendari looked at Bedesh, trying to crawl to the entrance to the temple. “May I finish him now, or would you like him to suffer more?”


  Lavress paid no mind, and crosscut toward the green eyes of the murderer before him, his successive attacks with the dagger and again the falcata met the longswords solid as the two elven warriors encircled a giant banyan tree, fighting in the shadows and wind. His injuries were minor, but his shoulder burned with each attack from the inflamed puncture from the heat spewing enchanted weapon. The forward curved falcata cut twice, knocking the longblades of his enemy aside, his dagger plunging straight in subsequently. The glowing blade was caught as the Nadderi elf pulled his arms together, catching it with his enchanted bracers. Lavress was shoved back by the older elf, who now pursued him into the grove of trees outside the circle. Driving the wood elf up the steps and out into the open with violent leg slashes, forcing him into low parries and rapid jumps and retreats, Kendari was feeling it time to end this. His focus changed, completely serious and full of hate.
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  The satyr could not feel his legs do much but twitch, his hands pulled him from his bloody spot in the grass, toward the downward stairs of the Temple of the Whitemoon. He heard the music, could smell the incense, but the stairs now were only a few feet wide, not like before where many could walk side by side below. The temple was closing slowly. Bedesh looked at the two elven swordsman, heard the furious ringing of steel on steel, then looked to poor Jevendial the hiroon who lay dead across the circle grove on the stones. The canine warrior looked peaceful, his blood covering the stones with two arrows protruding from his back. The satyr, eyes drowsy, his stomach bleeding and burning with each feeble breath, reached for his bow given to him by Lavress. He scrounged his fingers for an arrow as well, and continued his crawl to the closing temple stairs. The very stone moved silently, impossible to see or hear with the melody radiating from the choir below. Bedesh reached the stone mantle above the steps, laying his head back on the Whitemoon designs and runes engraved above. He knocked his arrow, his eyes barely open, his breath short, every part of his body ached and yet felt cold and numb. He waited, for if and when, that cursed elf was within range for a clear shot. He looked at the trail of blood he had smeared in his journey the twelve feet to his position. The sight of it did nothing to him, he was in death’s grip, and only wished to see the murderous elf meet his end.
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  Kendari lunged with his off hand sword, awkward with the lack of reach since he held it reverse, but shot his wrist and elbow out for a point attack, followed by a diagonal cut, that was parried. Then he spun into a reverse twist, bringing his left hand out and arcing a slice toward the wood elf’s neck, nicking his hair, and Shiver whipped, edge first, knocking the blocking dagger out of Lavress’ hand with the spinning force of the cut. The enchanted longsword subsequently cut low, but was caught by the falcata, twisted and disarmed by the hunter. Kendari cut across the chest of Lavress with the hot blade, through leather and flesh, smelling the burned blood as it rose in the cold air.


  Cut badly, the wood elf hunter attacked the weapon instead of his enemy, locking their blades at the hilt, and then grabbed Kendari’s other arm and whipped the two of them to the ground, arms tangled in front of them. They rolled and struggled, each losing the grip on their weapons as they pounded each others hands into the earth. The Nadderi’s head shot back from a brutal head butt from the wood elf, and returned it with and elbow to the hunter’s face. Both bleeding now from brawling, they threw and shoved until their grapple was loosed, and they spun to a knee facing each other. The elves caught their breath for a moment, seemingly an eternity of battle into the night now, and stared at one another.


  “I feel naked.” Kendari made a nod to his weaponless hands and then to their blades scattered across the upper grove and steps. ”Elven dignity?”


  “Agreed” Lavress nodded as well, feeling the need for his weapons as also. Then both men stood up, and picked up their blades.


  Lavress felt the cut on his chest and triceps seeping blood, as well as his shoulder, and he wiped some from his mouth from the hard elbow of the Nadderi warrior. He breathed deep, noting Bedesh had moved, and the entrance to the temple was smaller. Still wide enough for someone to get in, still wide enough for Kendari to get in, so Lavress focused on staying alive as long as he could.


  Kendari wiped the blood from above his eye where the skin had split, and rolled his cut shoulder again, trying to keep the split chain links from the open wound. His eyes squinted, and he began to encircle the wood elf once again. His swords twirled in his hands, waiting to feel the perfect grip, and waiting for the perfect time to strike.


  The cursed swordsman waited no more, taking quick steps toward his enemy, cutting from high with Shiver which met the falcata, then low with his pyramid pommeled longsword meeting the dagger. Lavress did not sit on the defensive either, returning the attacks with low swings of upward momentum angling to his enemy’s face, then secondary thrusts and short cuts from the glowing kukri. Each met the blades of Kendari, who seemed impenetrable as he spun, lunged, feinted, and devastated Lavress with attacks of his two swords that he barely could parry. The wood elf hardly got his cuts out further than halfway, the parries from the longswords too fast. Lavress pulled in tight, his curved weapons countering and stopping any blade that got close, and they were getting closer by the moment. Lavress was tiring, he knew it, and so did his opponent.


  



   


  Exodus I:XII 


  Cats Eye Island, Carisian Sea


  Saberrak waded into the shallow waters that the away boat had taken them to, never having set foot in the sea, let alone walked waist deep in it. Cold, chilling his body, yet he did not care, all part of freedom he thought, gazing at the strange island ahead of them. The gray minotaur, axes in hand, walked upon the small stretch of sand that foreshadowed the thick forest of strange trees too dense to see much more than hills and valleys. Dark of night, hearing the others disembarking the small torchlit boats, he trudged ahead toward the inland hills, curious as he spotted something out of place. The horned warrior brushed aside some ferns and weeds, revealing an enormous carving of wood as tall as a two story building, round and engraved. The very top, had an eye carved in it, open and feline, with many decorations of cats, men, and various poses of the two all down the wooden pillar that held up nothing. Saberrak assumed it to be more religious waste, and walked in further. Up the steep valley floor, with a trail made for small animals, the minotaur hacked and marched his way higher, spotting several more of the wooden pillars with cat’s eyes atop them. “Hmm, hence the name.” he smiled, followed the trails upward, sensing that there was something to see if he followed the carved totems and the trail, something he wanted to find.


  Shinayne and James helped the crew load barrels of dried breads, water, ale, wine, and other supplies onto the away boats, having found a small thatched bunker. All the barrels and crates were marked with the black falcon of Chazzrynn and James knew that he was now privileged to commandeer them as a knight of the realm. “Where did our horned friend take to, my lady?” James was lifting a crate with one of the sailors, looking about for Saberrak.


  “Exploring in the night. He followed the trail there, leave some for the big beast. He should be helping here instead of wandering off.” Shinayne rolled a barrel with one of the mates.


  “I will track him down, and the others?” James loaded the crate onto the away boat, patting the sailor on the shoulder and looking at the clear starred sky.


  “Gwenneth is deep in study with the scroll and Azenairk is helping offload and make room below deck for all of this.” she pointed at the cargo heading back to the Bronze Harpy. “Go get the minotaur to carry these last two heavy ones, I am heading back, Sir James.” Shinayne bowed, smiling and noting that he was wearing the blue sash.


  “Yes, my Lady.” he returned the bow, chuckling as he spoke, to the beautiful elven noble. The knight of Chazzrynn started up the trail, following the cut branches and brush that the greataxe had left behind.
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  The crates and barrels were far more organized, save for the remaining back row of the storage hull. Zen had spent much sweat with the crew in rearranging the new supplies, graciously allowed by the king of Chazzrynn. More came down, hopefully not too many more, thought the priest, as he was running out of room. The smell of musty saltwater and mold did not bother him, nor the aroma of wood or sweaty crewman, yet there was something else that caught his nose, something that did not belong down here, a stench that permeated the others. “Keep em coming men, but put em there if you will, I need to set the back row straight to get em all in here rightly.”


  Azenairk squeezed his bulky girth through the orderly supply crates, to the far back row. His eyes did a double glance, finding something he did not expect to find, his jaw dropped. The body of Dennilar and three other crewman lay piled, faces cut, throats slit, puncture wounds and lacerations galore, not to mention bloated and smelling of days old death. “Saberrak!! Shinayne!! Anyone!!” he yelled, the men up and down the stairs relaying calls, but not all the men. One of them, a quiet one, wandered toward the storage area, with Zen trapped in the back. His grin was fanged, his eyes pitch black, and his arm ended in a curved blade of white bone. He began to crawl over the barrels, seeing the dwarf unarmed. “Great Vundren's shield! You sly little fiends come and get your passage to hell!” Azenairk waited till the creature got closer, then prayed holding his Hammerpiece around his neck, his hymn and devout words took form as light appeared in his right hand. The doppelganger disguised as a raggedy crewman got closer. The light took gold then silver, finally a white glowing form of a hammer. “God will always provide to those of faith.” the last Thalanaxe smiled, seeing concern go across the shapeshifters face, and he stepped forward wielding the hammer of God.
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  Lady Shinayne heard Zen from below deck, and dashed toward the stairs. Her blades out, yet having no armor to protect her. She leapt down half the distance of the stairs to the landing between her and the hull. She was not alone. Two seamen met her on the platform between the upper and lower stairs, blocking her way. Each had a foul look, and eyes that were darker than normal. Swords brandished, they silently stared at the elven woman, and then she knew what they were. Slowly, out of their left palms, bone and flesh twisted into an elongated spike, glistening wet white protrusions that waved in front of her. The two doppelgangers moved in, weaving their stolen natural weapons and their unnatural ones as well. “Disgusting. Are you two sure about this?”


  The blades cut across at her, setting up for a quick kill, the two creatures lunged with stretching arms to puncture the elf through the chest. She parried each cutlass with her curved elven swords, then dropped to her knees quickly, hearing the sound of the two fiends impale each other on their own spikes. They hissed in agony, and before they could take another attack, Shinayne was up on her feet. She cut at the one on her left, disarming his weapon, then following with the longblade. She took its head off right below the chin. The elven swordswoman dropped again, crossing her swords behind her head for the attack she knew was coming. Feeling the edge of the cutlass and spike hit her weapons, she spun around cutting off both arms at the wrist, then plunging both through the doppelgangers chest. Purple blood leaked all over the platform and stairs, and the crew started to arm themselves and rush to see what was happening to their fellow mates.


  Anger in their eyes, the men looked at the handiwork of the elven woman, then watched as the men that lay dead slowly transformed into pale white husks, hairless, sexless, and fanged with black demon eyes. “Search the ship! We have doppelgangers aboard courtesy of Valhirst! Move!” Lady Shinayne rushed down the stairs, the men stepping aside despite the horror on their faces. Many men followed the elven noble as she headed below deck to Zen’s aid.


  Purple blood on his face, his hands empty, Azenairk Thalanaxe walked up the stairs and met Shinayne halfway. “Mine’s dead my Lady, you allright?”


  She stopped her steps, nearly running into the dwarf head on. “Killed two, how many more are there?”


  “Was Captain Dennilar one of the ones you cut down?” the dwarf looked around for the captain, not seeing him anywhere.


  “No. You?” Shinayne caught her breath, and tried to sense where a strange aura of emotion might be coming from. She closed her eyes, sensing the aft and above. The captain’s quarters, she felt something wicked, with no emotion, moving.


  “Where is Gwenneth?” the dwarf looked up toward the captain’s deck, and picked up an oar off one of the away boats.


  “She was studying that scroll up there, where the captain was plotting our course.” Shinayne started back up the stairs, Zen behind her holding the oar like a spear, and the crew reluctantly following at a distance.
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  Saberrak saw the opening, a flat clearing near the top of two valleys, and another giant wooden pillar topped with the carving of a giant cat’s eye. He had stopped many times in his climb through the valley and up to the top of the small lush mountain. He had heard that someone was following him, assuming by the sound of his steps, it was James. His senses keen while out away from all the people, the gray minotaur smelled something, several in fact. He smelled urine on the breeze, and animals, feline by the odor.


  He walked further, following the scent, and crouched behind a strange flowered tree, its purple blooms and red seeds swaying from the branches on the wind. He saw several men, wearing rags and animal skins, yet some dressed as sailors. None of them armed, all around a fire, talking and eating, laughing, looking at the sky and trees. Freedom, the minotaur felt that they were happy to be atop the mountain, living a free life. He decided to approach.


  “You there! Who are you, friend?” the men stood up, dropping their food and walking forward. They stared at the hulking horned beast, intrigued, but not afraid.


  “Saberrak the gray, my ship is getting supplies below.” he walked forward, looking down at the dirty men, all human, smelling of cat urine. He stopped, seeing them stop, and converse in a language he did not understand. He spoke the Agarian tongue, the rough language of the ogre, and even an old lost underground dwarven trade tongue, but this was different, bestial with growls and animal noises mixed together.


  One spoke up, of the dozen or more that now gathered. “Another ship? Not the one that just landed hours ago over there?” he pointed to the southern side of the island.


  “No. My ship is there, and has been all day.” the minotaur pointed to the northern tip of the island nearby. As they began talking, he began to back away, sensing something just not right about these men. He heard noise from behind, mixed with heavy breathing.


  “Why by the wings of Alden, did you find it necessary to climb all the way…Saberrak, who are they?” James reached for his broadsword, realizing he had not worn his chainmail nor brought his shield on this little hike.


  “Just start slowly down the valley. There is another ship on the south side, and they know of it. Regardless of whom these men are, we have to leave before the other ship rounds the island.” Saberrak pulled his other axe, the smaller one in his left hand, and backed up slowly keeping the knight behind him.


  “You need to come with us, the lord Bansa will wish to see you.” two of them spoke in unison, like they were commanded to do so from something else. Their eyes turned an off green and yellow blend, pupils shrinking and slivering. Black whiskers began to sprout from their faces, and they began to purr loudly at the minotaur and the knight.


  “This Lord Bansa, I assume he is a cat? Like you?” Saberrak quickened his pace walking backwards, keeping both axes out in front of him. He heard James draw his blade, and keep well behind the minotaur for cover.


  “Yes, a great cat, the greatest, and the wisest, and the largest, and the oldest in the islands. He is worshipped here, by many, and by you as well.” now four or five were talking the same words simultaneously, sending chills to their prey. Half the men had started walking on all four legs, their skin turning black as fur sprouted thick and shiny. Tails had grown, and as they did, painful yawns and hisses issued from fanged feline mouths.


  “Saberrak, these men are turning into large cats. I think we should run, they look unfriendly to say the least.” James had never seen anything like this before, not heard of it. He could not imagine meeting their lord or God, or whatever it was. He waited for the minotaur to make the first move.


  “I think we will just leave then, send our regards to your lord.” Saberrak the gray eyed each one, eleven he counted, and lowered his horns while he withdrew.


  All of them now black panthers with glowing yellow green eyes, standing over four feet at the shoulder, speaking in unison. They began to move to circle the two visitors. “Your worship will be most appreciated, and if not, your meat will be.”


  “Run!” Saberrak turned and sprinted with James Andellis, heading down the forest valley as fast as his powerful legs would allow, hearing the sound of the angry felines behind him. He heard their claws land into trees, their paws land into branches, and the chase and feline roars of the rest. His heart pounded, fearing more for James than himself.


  They began to pass the two men fleeing down the island, gaining ground to each side through rushing trees and midnight shadow. James ducked as a black mass leapt from a tree across his head, landing on the other side of the makeshift trail that was barely visible. The minotaur jumped as one of the ferocious cats scrambled for his leg from the left, landing on his feet as it slid down into the forest slope. He looked behind him, seeing them all moving faster in step and maneuver than he and the knight. He decided to stop, to give James a chance, and to see what these beasts were made of.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Gwenneth sat with the stone scroll, feeling its power, unable to manipulate or attune to it. She read the incantations in her mind, and what she could of the ancient prayers and story carried in the lost words of language long out of use. She watched as the captain went over the maps, silently. He had been plotting course after course for hours now, retracing the same patterns in different orders, and seemed to be really trying to make it believable. Gwenne Lazlette had been aware that he was a doppelganger since she came in the captain’s quarters this evening for some peace and quiet to study. He had difficulty speaking or making eye contact, and really new little of the maps he was writing nonsense upon. She had peeked up from time to time, noting that the course he plotted would take them to Jal-Adeen, about four months of sailing to the west and around the northern coast of Agara through the Soltaic Ocean and the Sea of Jasada, nowhere near Harlaheim. Gwenne surmised that this creature was young, and had no idea how to read the maps, since part of the journey took the seafaring Bronze Harpy through mountains. She kept her composure, kept studying, and the black crystal wand tucked under her robes with her hand upon it.


  Hearing the sounds of battle or commotion outside the closed quarters, the pseudo captain perked up, distracted from his monotonous tracing. He kept his eyes lowered though, and made his way to the sofa, feigning a yawn and a stretch, and sat next to the young wizard. His arm even reached toward her, and she gently blocked it with her hand, placing it in his lap. “Not so fast, captain.”


  It chuckled, not knowing anything of human situations like this, and seeming confused as to how to get closer to this woman. The creature thought that most human women preferred a mate of position, control, and leadership, so its brain was not processing how it could not get the human to let it touch her. “May I kiss you? Yes, yes, kiss you my dear?”


  “Only if you close your eyes, captain. I am shy, and have never been this close to a man such as you, sir.” she stood, feigning nervousness, as she was truly comfortable lying, having had to do so much of it growing up in the towers of the academy. Gwenne waited, sensing hesitation in the creature as it focused on the noises outside, she heard them as also. “Well, I’m waiting…”


  The doppelganger stood, one hand behind its back, spreading bone blades from its fingertips. The creature closed its eyes, and stepped forward. The captain’s head smashed against the back wall, knocking dozens of instruments and decorations from the shelves. Eyes wide open and black, the shapeshifter felt held against its will, four feet off the ground, body slamming into the walls from the pointed wand of the woman.


  “Virsul varnas miviandra!” Gwenneth pointed her hand, keeping the thing in the air with the wand, and shot a mystical cylinder of green mist into the doppelgangers face and chest. The creature screamed, hissed, choked, as it reverted to its natural grotesque form and the pale skin began to sizzle from the acid. “You are a terrible lover, and you scream like a little girl, captain.”


  The door to the chamber flung open, Shinayne backed by Zen with an oar stood ready to kill. They looked at the levitating doppelganger, purple blood dripping from a slowly melting face and chest, it turning into all sorts of birds and animals in attempt to escape the arcane grip that held it. “I need the two of you to duck please.” Gwenne stated in perfect calm. They did so and stepped aside, allowing young Lazlette to levitate the creature out the door and above the main deck. She followed, and carried the doppelganger over the Carisian Sea, about fifty feet out from the ship, the whole crew of the Harpy watching. “Hidsisir hussel!” her hand formed a ball of swirling red fire, orange sparks flittering into the air, keeping the wand on the melting doppelganger. Her hand shot forward releasing a cone of fire three feet in length that was guided by her fingertips. It hurled with deadly accuracy, crashing and bursting into a shower of flame that engulfed the creature still being held melting from acid above the water. It flailed, screamed, then twitched very little as it blackened and smoldered. Moments later, a husk of burnt skin over a skeleton was dropped, lifeless, into the water. Not a word was spoken, the crew, and even her friends just looked at the ripples in the sea, then to Gwenne. They watched her put her wand away, and turn around, slowly walking back into the captain’s quarters. Her long dark hair whipped in the breeze, flowing with her black robes, the door shutting behind her.


  “I almost felt sorry for that creature.” Azenairk touched his holy symbol that hung from around his neck, fearing and admiring the power that the lady wizard possessed. “Who is going to captain the ship now?”


  “I will.” the elven swordswoman sheathed her blades and went up the stairs to have a look at the charts. She stopped, right in front of the door, the clouds starting to dull darkness. She heard something from the island, the sound of a man yelling, it was James. Shinayne concentrated, her senses keen, she heard cats and the sound of fighting as well. “Get the away boats in the water! Now!” the elven noblewoman yelled for all to hear, to her surprise, the human men listened and did as she ordered right away.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Another panther clawed across his back, sharp razors slicing into tough gray hide. Saberrak chopped behind him in full swing with the greataxe, catching the beast in the neck and knocking it to the ground. His left hand chopped down with the other axe, burying the edge into the cat’s skull. His eyes attuned to darkness, the minotaur lowered his horns and charged downhill at two fiendish panther-men that stalked him. His horns dove deep into the chest of the left one, its claws raking his shoulders as it hissed and growled in pain. The gladiator did not stop, driving the beast into the cat’s eye statue behind it, crushing spine and ribs, feeling the blood run down the top of his head down his horns and onto his face. He turned in time to catch a glimpse of the one that had pounced on him from behind, the two toppling end over end, down off the trail into the dark valley. Saberrak pinned the throat of the huge feline and lifted it, clawing and hissing, then cut his greataxe blades twice through the midsection, leaving it in two. He looked up, seeing six or seven sets of yellow green eyes surrounding him. Frozen for a moment, bleeding from his back and shoulders, the minotaur’s mind went blank. He felt the anger and rage of his years in the arena, the poise of having no choice but to kill everything that moved around him.


  James continued to yell for the ship, hearing the panther behind him crashing through the foliage in the dark. He was on sand now, he could see with the light of the moons and the stars, and he could make out the away boats being lowered with lanternlight aboard. Placing two hands on the broadsword, the knight of Chazzrynn turned, realizing the boats were minutes away. He saw the bounding eyes, staring at him on a full run that he could not escape on open beach. The beast closed, leapt at the human warrior, and he turned and rolled to his left, hearing the panther crash into the shallow water. As he faced it, the feline was up and circling him, as he circled it.


  “Come with us, do not fear it.” the voice hissed out words, then waited for a response. The knight said nothing, kept his guard up, and waited for the creature to charge. A snarl loosed its fanged mouth, and James backed up, swinging his blade up and down, trying to keep the cat at bay. The beast hissed at the blade, but crept closer, batting with its paws at the weapon. James Andellis dug his boot into the ground, and then flipped his foot up throwing sand at the cat’s eyes. As it turned its eyes away, the knight stepped in, cutting across the panther’s neck and again across the face, the edge slicing through an eye as well. The griffon hilted broadsword then dove, point first, through black fur and muscle, just as the creature jumped on top of him. Claws and blood blended with horrid foul breath as the fiendish feline tried to devour the knight. His fist clenched around the beast’s throat, gripping as much to crush it as to save himself the teeth, Sir Andellis held the snarling fangs inches from his face. He maneuvered his legs under the ribs and heaved with all his remaining effort, sending the cat over his head.


  James spun to his feet, blade out in two hands again, seeing not only the wounded one staring him down hesitantly, but another behind it on the prowl. Piercing eyes in the still of the coastal darkness, growls from within the great panthers resonating across the beach. He knew he had to kill the injured one before he found himself in serious trouble, so he charged in. The beast recoiled, sensing the other panther nearby, waiting for the last trail of dim starlight to disappear to the clouds. Turning and twisting his stance, James found himself flanked, unable to keep an eye on the fanged shadows that stalked him, not sure which one was dying, or which was ready for a kill.


  The butt end of the greataxe smashed the remaining life out of the vicious cat, the others taking turns raking at Saberrak’s flank. He spun his axes, bringing both down into the shoulders of the beast behind him, then dropped his knee and full weight on the neck, snapping it. The creature twitched, letting out a final hiss, its eyes dimming. He lowered his horns, his thigh clawed again, deep and bloody this time, yet he did not care, did not flinch. The stolen axe flew from his hand, landing into ribs of another leaping panther, imbedding deep and hurling it to the ground where it tossed and flopped in pain trying to get the weapon loose of its body. The beast that cut his leg open returned to rake again, this time it met the blood soaked horns of the minotaur, piercing through the side of the hind flank. Saberrak grabbed the back of its neck, removing the cat from his horns, tearing flesh and fur from sinew and muscle. Flailing and ripping with black claws of all four legs, the gray gladiator threw it to the ground and readied his greataxe. It landed on all fours, and turned like lightning, leaping for the minotaur. The edge of the axe turned horizontal, combined with the cat’s momentum, cleaved through the gaping fanged mouth through skull, and took the top of the beast’s head completely off. Saberrak the gray was knocked back as the body slammed into his torso, but took a lower stance, waiting for the next panther to leap.


  Two sets of eyes he saw, still stalking in the trees, then a third. The third set of green orbs was very high, fifteen feet up in the trees, and very still, waiting. The other two, closer to the ground, also waited, purring and growling to each other. Saberrak snapped to, realizing that he had killed many, seeing the pale human forms they had reverted to scattered all over, some in pieces. He thought of James for a brief moment and began to withdraw down the valley even more. His calves bleeding, his thigh torn and raw, his chest and shoulders were stinging from claw wounds, and his eyes burned from the blood that had run down from his horns. He still walked backwards, not thinking of turning his back to these black furred demons. Then he saw. The third panther was not in tree, but stalking on foot, its head stretched that high, obviously Bansa, their lord, and for good reason. The prowling creature certainly stood fifteen feet at the shoulder and was as long as ten men from head to tail. Silent as the others, its round feral eyes the size of a man.


  “My children, how could you kill my children?” the lord of these beasts, whether a man or not, stepped forward, sniffing his dead kinsman and staring at the gray minotaur.


  Saberrak thought of a few choice words, looked at his axe, and then up to the enormous black feline titan that stared at him. He turned and ran, faster than he had run before.


  The trees threw him as he hit them, the branches snapped, and he tumbled down through the valley. He heard the roar of the beast, like that of thunder on a clear day, like a herd of rampaging minotaurs. It shook the ground, and he felt it in his greataxe. The pounding of giant paws, the crashing of trees like they were twigs, the very breath of the lord of the panthers was tremendously present. The gray gladiator ran, seeing the beach ahead with his attuned vision, and seeing the ship and away boats. The horned warrior did not slow his pace, also spotting James on his back, blade across a panther’s chest as it was nearly ready to eat him alive. Another lay dead, back to human form, a few feet away. Saberrak charged, both hands on the axe, and in passing cleaved the head off at the neck. Blood splattered all over the knight, now pushing to get the twitching and decapitated feline off of him.


  “Thanks, messy and atrocious, but thanks. What happened up there, are there…”


  “Shut up and run! Get to the ship!” Saberrak looked over his shoulder, seeing the green eyes stalking down to the beach. Looming high in the air, like an unstoppable menace, the hissing cat stalked closer to the fleeing murderers of its children and worshippers.


  James sprang to his feet, bleeding from his side, and looked back at the green eyes in the air, the midnight form in the dark, not believing what he thought he was seeing. “Is that what I think it is?” he waded into the cold water behind Saberrak.


  “What would that be?” the minotaur saw the boats closer now, the water up to his waist, chilling his open wounds.


  “A gigantic panther, half the size of a galleon that is chasing behind you.” the veteran knight saw arrows fire from the Bronze Harpy, then more, hearing them loose from crossbows and longbows alike, all aimed at the shadow of the giant beast on the beach.


  “Yes, that would be Bansa. And it is closer to you than me, knight. I would hurry. Lift anchor!!” the minotaur yelled toward the ship.


  More arrows fired, then a blast of fire from Gwenneth on the upper deck. The flame erupted on the side of the great beast, some of its children stalking the island coast now. Another flaming ball of arcane power flew from her hands, then another, her words carrying on the wind. The animal of enormous proportions seemed more angry than hurt, frustrated and unwilling to step foot in the sea. It howled, roared, even purred and hissed at the ship and the small boats, pacing back and forth across the beach with its children. The boats reached the galleon, and the crew helped the bloody minotaur and knight up the ladder to the deck. They all watched as the cats disappeared into the darkness of the island, still issuing calls and growls of displeasure. The crew stared at the giant form pacing away, then to the minotaur and the knight in disbelief.


  “What in the world was that?” Shinayne rushed to the men, Azenairk following, beginning his silent prayers as he produced some bandages and called for clean water.


  “Seems the natives have the ability to turn into panthers, and have a personal God of great size. They asked us to stay, but we had to decline. Tell the captain that the Valhirst ship is on the other side of the island. We have to get moving.” Saberrak looked up at Gwenneth who was still staring into the darkness, looking for sign of the cat she had hit several times with her arcane fires. She looked back at the minotaur, and he nodded to her. She returned the nod with one of her own, saying he was welcome without words.


  “Saberrak, you are talking to the captain. Now let me clean that out, and that one, and by God you are a bloody mess here horned one.” Zen asked for more water and rags from the crew.


  “What do you mean, where is the old man?” grimacing in discomfort, the minotaur seemed confused.


  “Gwenne killed him. Well, not really, a doppelganger killed him, and Gwenne killed that doppelganger. Make sense? There were four all together, they’re dead now.” Shinayne looked at James, who was deep in meditation, feeling his side with the faint blue light from his hand.


  “So you are the captain? Can you get us out of here, and to Harlaheim? Do you know whatever one needs to know for that?” Saberrak cringed as the dwarven priest cleaned his shoulder wounds.


  “I was captain of the Eimmerin, in the Southern Kilikala Navy for a decade, the ships are longer and faster than these, but less crew. I can handle myself fine, just keep the men in line for me, horned one.” Shinayne looked around at the men, lifting anchor at night, all seeming a bit nervous with all that had happened.


  “I can do that, Lady Captain Shinayne. You just get us there in one piece.” Saberrak rested back, letting the dwarf work and pray on his injuries, the faint light of golden healing warmth tingling his thick hide.


  Blue light glowed stronger from the knight, his hand tucked under his arm, the aura pulsing as he closed his eyes and concentrated. Several crewmen noticed, stopped and stared till they felt the eyes of the minotaur staring back at them. Zen watched out the corner of his eye, feigning to stroke his beard or itch it to catch a glimpse of how the man was healing himself without a word.


  “How do you do that, James Andellis?” Saberrak asked quietly.


  “How did you kill all those panthers, Saberrak?” James smiled and asked back, his eyes still closed. His seat on the deck of the Harpy had never felt so good.


  “I just did, I focus and use what I learned in the arena, and turn my thoughts off I guess. It’s instinct.” he looked over at the fading blue glow of his comrade, and the panther blood dry on his face and neck, courtesy of the greataxe.


  “Same with me.” James wiped his face, and then placed his bloody hand on the minotaur’s shoulder to help himself up. “How many did you kill up there?”


  “Counting yours?”


  “Sure, counting mine.” James smiled, feeling drowsy and in need of rest.


  “Nine, but the big one got away.” Saberrak grinned, looking back at the dark of Cat’s Eye Isle.


  “Thank Alden for that. And for Gwenneth Lazlette sending it some nice gifts of fire. Good night.” James bowed to his friends, and went below deck to his bed.


  He lay down, filthy from battle, still wet, but he cared not. His head hit the pillow, and he felt the bottle of wine he had put there from the supplies they had loaded. Just one bottle he thought, a reward for being knighted, slaying a man-panther, and hard work. He pulled the cork out, and took just a small sip, as it had been four days since he had been sick from too much. “Ahh, old friend, you taste better than ever.” James drank the wine, finishing the bottle, and drifted off to sleep.


  



   


  Lavress I:VI 


  Temple of the Whitemoon, Chazzrynn


  His long hair of braids sticking to his neck and face with sweat, the wood elf lunged low and far with both curved blades, cutting down as he ended his attack. They met the twin longswords of the cursed elf, also tiring as the moonlight had diminished over the sacred grove. They turned, blades clashing against each other, the glowing kukri dagger meeting the reverse held blade of Kendari, and burning Shiver stopping the wolf pommeled falcata of Lavress. They spun again, and again, backing toward the stones and steps the holy fey temple of the Whitemoon, the trees moaning in the breeze. The elven hunter felt himself weaker, his injuries slowing him, and focused deeply on the steps of his enemy, trying to find flaw in his motion, for there was none with his blades.


  Kendari of Stillwood knew his time to breach the temple was running low, yet this elf of the Hedim Anah before him would not give up like any other he had faced. The Nadderi swordsman was tiring, his shoulder in pain and his thigh from the arrow cut was hindering his steps. He felt it time to kill this savage hunter, and make his move to the steps. He did something he had not done in over four hundred years, he flipped the blade in his left hand, wielding it normal fashion. It was not his style, and did not make him more deadly, simply gave him more reach against an enemy he cared not to get close to anymore. Kendari cut from high to low, diagonal and horizontal edge cuts with both weapons aimed at the torso and arms of his foe. He followed those attacks with short cuts and half lunges, driving Lavress back, forcing him to keep distance from the whirl of two reaching swords.


  The wood elf was outmatched, his dagger barely caught the left blade of his enemy in time now, and he could not riposte with the reach Kendari now had. His counterattacks fell short, the steps of the cursed elf perfect and timed to keep him at bay from getting in close, yet he stopped on the steps, looking up at the murderous elf. His thoughts of the fey in the temple, Bedesh, and the hiroon that lay dead to his left drove him to stand, not withdraw. Lavress’ senses picked up motion and scent from the south, heading this way on the wind. Trolls, many trolls, and moving quickly through the forest not a mile away. His falcata cut upward, and then with the dagger at Kendari’s abdomen, both parried, and he moved in. Again, he cut at the weapons with his own, blade beats to allow him closer, unleashing all he had left almost face to face with his opponent. The strikes were short and furious between them both, Lavress dove with the dagger first, glancing off the enchanted bracers of Kendari. His curved blade cutting over the Nadderi’s head, then slicing down across his chest, met with a backhand parry from the heated sword.


  Kendari stepped back, feigning to withdraw, then opened his stance and arms just enough to bait the hunter in again. The dagger thrust forward, knocked aside by his left hand blade, then the swooping falcata, parried with a cross wrist catch between the bracers before it cut his face, and the cursed swordsman twisted his arms, dodging the glowing kukri again, and turning Lavress to the left. A quick plunge of Shiver ended the duel, its point diving into the wood elf below his ribs from the open side. The wood elf screamed in pain of steel and burnt flesh. Holding his blade deep inside his enemy, the Nadderi felt victory in the sliding of steaming steel out of his vanquished foe. Kendari kicked him in the wound with his boot heel, redoubling the pain and sending him toppling down the stone steps landing into a fetal curl of anguish, weapons falling from his fingers. He gripped his longblades tight, beginning his walk down to put the weapons through Lavress’ chest as he lay helpless. His wood elf opponent lay in paralyzed agony, unable to defend himself, ripe for the kill.


  He raised his longsword, leaning over Lavress, “Not even….” His words stopped as pain shot through his abdomen, an arrow from the grove that pierced through his chain and clothing and protruded out the other side of him. The Nadderi assassin stepped back, feeling cold through his body, closing his eyes, then opening to see the limp form of the satyr across the grove, bow in hand staring back at him.


  Lavress held his bleeding and burning wound, guided by the light of the moons, he stumbled toward the closing temple stairs. Dragging his weapons across the grass, Lavress sheathed his dagger, and grabbed the satyr, trying to remain standing. He knew Kendari would follow. Being driven by what he knew was approaching, he turned sideways, the opening barely a large fissure in stone, his body scraping along the rock edges as he and Bedesh tumbled down the steps, into the green light and music of the temple of the Whitemoon. He drug Bedesh through the tight finish to the flat underground, nearly losing him as the mystical doorway stairs enclosed. They reached the cool earthen floor, the satyr with eyes closed, unmoving, bow clutched in his hand. Lavress held his side, feeling weak from the wound and the fight, but tried to crawl further into the temple to get help. He could barely crawl as his torso bled the ground. The music still emanating from within, louder than before, Lavress got to his feet and stumbled through the door to the throne room of the princess of the fey. He heard the stone touch stone, saw the lights of green and gold flitter as the music stopped. The hunter fell to the ground, seeing all manner of beings of the temple come to his aid. “Bedesh” he pointed his finger toward the entrance to the now closed and sealed temple stairs, and then his body forced him into rest. The smell of lilac and sage filled the air, mixed with rose and lavender. He heard prayers and felt warmth as ancient fey and forest tongues spoke about him, peace washed over him hearing the voice of Finwel-Dur in his mind, and then feeling her small hand touch his face. His eyes remained shut, the sleep that elves so seldom took came over him, and he welcomed it, for the first time in over a century, Lavress slept.


  



   


  Azenairk I:III 


  Carisian Sea, South of Harlaheim


  Sunlight trickled across the clouds, spilling out into what would most likely be a gray day. Zen looked around the quiet ship, all but he, the crewman on lookout above, and the elven noblewoman at the helm of the Harpy were awake at his early hour. His prayers at the break of dawn were deep and repetitive, asking God for the mercy and grace to make it the last day of their journey. The captain was dead, the crew was scared and unsure, and they were still being pursued, Zen suspected. His warhammer lay beside him, brow furrowed, hands cold, droplets of water from the mist of the waves formed on his armor.


  Azenairk bowed his head again, on his knees, eyes closed. “Father Vundren, grant us, should it be your will, the strength to endure what may be on the ship that follows us. May your winds speed us to safety, and may I bring light where only shadow prevails. Let me be your channel to help the good men and women you have sent to me, may thy will be followed and not mine own. Grant me the peace of mind to take the right action, take my fear and doubt, and cast it down the dark mountain. Shall we face adversity, let me be the calm in the storm, and place others before myself. Amen.”


  He stood up, feeling refreshed, and looked up at the elf, who had her hand up for anyone looking to stay still. Zen looked about, first noticing the large serpentine body diving in and out of the water, only its back fins showing. Several rows of teal and aqua scaled lengths rose up to be seen, then down again as this colossal serpent swam alongside the Bronze Harpy. A mere twenty feet off the starboard side, and at least a hundred feet in length, it kept pace with the galleon and her silent crew in early morning.


  “Be still and silent.” Shinayne mouthed the words to the two men in the crow’s nest and to the dwarven priest.


  Zen prayed again, asking God why the adversity had to come so quickly after his first prayers. The silence of the waves and the sureness of the elven woman put him at peace. Over the next hour, the creature drifted off east, into deeper waters. He never saw the head of the serpent, only body and fins, and thankfully so.


  The dwarf looked about, seeing Shinayne move finally, and gazed at the open sea, the coast of what now must be Harlaheim now in the distance. He wandered the ship, back toward the aft, men starting to rouse and get to work. Again, he noticed something of concern. The southeast horizon bore a ship, not the Valhirst galleon that had been close a few days back. This one was much closer, and much larger, heading from the deep waters out east. A great trireme barge warship, oars and sails, six decks tall, with flags carrying symbols Azenairk had never seen. It was moving fast, faster than the Harpy, and heading straight for them. He looked to the elven captain, her eye on it as well, her composure unchanged.


  Zen thought of his father, of what he may have missed at his memorial, and how the merchants of Boraduum had probably not waited a day to start laying claim to all the Thalanaxe clan had left. It was not much save for some dead end mines, and personal things. He pulled out the small iron box, opened it, and stared at the rusty golden key to the supposed mines of Kakisteele in the mythical lost city of Mooncrest. The cursed mines, the lost mines, the fabled city that was destroyed many millennia ago by the Altestan Empire as a warning to the cultures and religions other than theirs. Never found again, and those that sought it never returned. He began to doubt, wonder what he was doing here so far from his temple and home in the Bori Mountains. Zen stared at the ship, three times the size of the one he was on, and tried to have faith. His prayers had healed Saberrak’s wounds, his God gave him a weapon when he needed it, and had led him here for a reason. His faith had to hold true, for himself and the others.


  James came to the upper deck to stand next to the dwarf and gaze at the open sea, and noticed the ship heading their way. His breath reeked of wine, and his eyes looked red and tired. “Excellent, they will be here by late afternoon, right as we arrive in Harlaheim, unfortunately they will catch us first.” his sarcasm and headache went hand in hand.


  “And if they do?” Zen asked simply.


  “They will crush us, the ship will sink, and we’re all dead men.” his retort was just as easy and quick.


  “What do we do to prepare, to defend ourselves then, Knight of Chazzrynn?” he turned to look at James now, right into his eyes.


  “Pray, get armed, pray some more, and hope the wizard has something up her sleeve that will assist, like magic. Then maybe, we only get boarded and taken prisoner.” he looked back at his dwarven ally, feeling very negative about the situation, and his inner shame.


  “Could we hold em off until we reach Harlaheim?”


  “If the men did exactly as they were told, with a great plan, a great leader, a lot of luck, and a little divine intervention, yes, maybe.” James ran his fingers through his hair, shaking his head as the ship seemed to gain every moment.


  “I will handle the luck and the intervention and prayer. Can you do one thing for me, James Andellis?” Zen put his hand on the man’s shoulder gently, but firm.


  “Anything you need if you think it will help, Zen.” he put his hand on the dwarf’s, and squeezed half a smile out at his faithful friend.


  “Don’t drink today, just today, not til it be over. Agreed?” Azenairk removed his hand and walked away, toward the elf to see about a plan.


  “Agreed” James hung his head, felt the anger and shame creep up, he felt unworthy to wear the medal and the sash of a Knight of Chazzrynn. He thought of another bottle, there were plenty below. He took some deep breaths and looked up, focused on the Altestani slaveship, and breathed some more.


  “Ideas my lady?” the priest walked up to the helm, seeking to comfort and console, despite her outward appearance of stone, he knew better.


  Shinayne T’Sarrin looked at the ship, then to the bow of the Harpy, “We can make it by dusk, but they will be on us about an hour before at best, maybe sooner. Some quick maneuvers right at the last moments could avoid us getting rammed and sunk, but we cannot outrun that ship. Best to hope for is getting boarded.”


  “If we get boarded, what then be your plan?” Zen seemed at peace, smiling and holding his holy hammer pendant with one hand.


  “Try and keep as many off the ship with archers and anything Gwenne can muster, funnel them to the fore and aft decks, and fight it out. Unless we can take out their masts and rudder, and unhook, letting them careen off of us and make a run for the Harlaheim port.” the elven swordswoman thought of all the possibilities she could.


  “I will talk to Gwenne and see what she can do, and I will pray for your steady hand in guidin’ the ship.” the priest kept praying as he walked to the captain’s quarters. He felt the nervousness about the crew, whispers and talks of the foreign vessel and the futility of it all. Many spoke of, he heard, anchoring and fleeing on ground, taking the away boats and abandoning ship. Zen kept walking.


  Gwenneth was rolling up the stone scroll, peering out the glass windows at the trireme approaching. “What is it, priest? We have some company I see, what do the others say?” she seemed calmer than anyone on the ship, overconfident as usual.


  “Shinayne says we can get close to port, but will need to take out their masts and fight it out a bit. James thinks we can hold em if the men are led and we don’t get crushed and sunken. What can you do?” Azenairk smiled and said a silent prayer for guidance in all their thoughts.


  “I can blow some holes in their ship, or put up a wall of energy preventing their arrows from hitting into ours. I can start the thing on fire, burn their sails, or rain acid and poison upon them. What do you want me to do, but realize that I have to be close to do most of it.” she was arrogant, but straight forward at least. Gwenne knew what she was capable of, and deadly with it as well.


  “Whoa, very well then. I uh, will let Saberrak know and we will come up with a plan.” Zen left the chambers and went below to find the minotaur. All the while doing what he could, pray and ask for help, keep everyone talking and thinking.


  Azenairk saw the sleeping giant horned warrior, still snoring. He padded him on the horn, then shook him a bit. “Wake up Saberrak, we need ye.”


  ‘What is it?” his nostrils flared, and eyes opened, reaching for his greataxe as he sat up.


  “The Altestani warship is upon us, and we will likely be boarded. We need a plan. The elf can pilot and direct the crew, James can lead the men to help from getting overtaken, and Gwenneth can unleash her arcane stuff into their vessel and protect us from their archers. What do you suggest?” Zen sat next to him, rubbing his holy symbol again.


  “They have a way to steer that ship, like ours right?” the minotaur yawned, stretched, and stood up.


  “Am sure they do, a rudder and steering column that connects em, yes.”


  “Get me onboard, I will break it, fight my way back onboard our ship, and we leave them stranded.” Saberrak started to walk to the stairs up, and then looked back at Zen, “And what will you be doing during all of this?”


  “Spiritual guidance and going where God directs me. Your plan sounds dangerous though.” Zen stood up to follow the horned gladiator.


  “I know, that’s why I came up with it.” he smiled at the dwarf, and walked up to see the new enemy on the horizon.


  All the plans, all the obstacles, and all the adversity fresh on his mind, since the day he left Boraduum, Azenairk knelt on the stairs and prayed graciously for it. He thanked God for their good fortune, and prayed for all the plans to work. He repeated his hymns of faith and devotion, and prayed for his friends to act without fear and with his strength. For himself, he prayed for nothing. Almost nothing. “Father, if you are listening and watching down from the mountaintops, hear me now. I seek your mines, by the most strange of routes, with the company of those I had never dreamt. Please bless us and shine down today. I miss you, father. Please help, we cannot do this alone. Amen.” the prayer not to Vundren, God of the dwarves, the keeper of the mountains, and father of stone and service. No, this one was to his father to whom he had made a promise, one he would very much like to keep, but could use a little help at this moment. And prayer never hurt. Many other crewman, none of them dwarves, none of them ever praying to Vundren before nor understanding the dwarven tongue, sat next to Azenairk and knelt in prayer with him.


  



   


  Johnas I:V 


  White Spider Underground, Valhirst


  “My prince” the young messenger awoke the man on the onyx throne under the city.


  “Yes, what is it. Can you not tell I am resting?” Johnas Valhera was much less than comfortable, having drifted off some hours ago, waiting to hear news from the Queen Sapphire, doppelganger wizard, or someone.


  “Two things your majesty. First, Gregore’ sends word through the warlock mirrors. His words were difficult to decipher without Miss Blackflame, but we managed with one of the less skilled wizards of the house. The creature says that he is closing on the Bronze Harpy and will have them in the port of Harlaheim. He, it, he, also warns that two royal flagships attempted to meet him and the Sapphire, and are headed to the Valhirst port. He is certain one is King Mikhail. He sent word also that the Sapphire took heavy attacks from the royal ship and is marooned on an island between here and Harlaheim.” the young boy felt confident in giving at least some good news to the Prince, for he had heard of messengers and neonates in the White Spider not surviving some meetings with Johnas.


  “Excellent. Poor Farrigus, but he will figure his way off the island on his own. We have bought off the Harlian navy officers, so they will not interfere with helping the Harpy until after the Altestani ship has her way with them and our agents there are ready and waiting to take the scroll and some captives.” up on his boot heels, the Prince of Valhirst paced once again. “What else?”


  “Second my prince, Bryant, son of King Mikhail waits for you in the great hall of castle Valhera. He wishes to talk of your ship attacking his, and has been waiting some time, but no one wished to disturb you.” the kneeling young Chazzrynn man swallowed deeply, knowing he was the bearer of bad news, but he was optimistic that he would survive. He had heard the Prince had lost many agents in the last few weeks, he was hoping that perhaps he was truly needed.


  “Does he? And the king is en route on the Persistence.” Johnas waved another guard over, pointing to his royal garments hanging on hooks by the double doors to the main entrance.


  “Yes my prince, most likely this day, the ship is in sight. His majesty pursued the Altestani ship for some time to the east, but turned back we heard.” He looked up, standing with the Prince now, and assisting him in covering his leather armor and black clad attire befitting an underworld lord. The red velvet robes, green sashes and fine gold jewels and crown made Johnas look like an entirely different person.


  Johnas Valhera buckled his emerald blade, it’s humming persistent on getting his attention, but he ignored it. He felt for a moment that this youth had done well, despite the ill timed and overdue awakening. He paced forward, out of the doors that were opened for him, and stopped. The sword throbbed and vibrated again, urging its master to pay attention and kill the boy. Still groggy, the prince turned and looked at him, staring at the young man. No, he thought, too early for blood. He would kill him later perhaps, but not now. He had to meet the young heir and rival, and put him in his place. Ignoring the enchanted weapon, the prince marched with grace, head held high, out of his secret passages and to the throne room of his castle above ground.
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  Balric waited till the doors had shut, holding his stinging chest, still fresh from the sword cut of Johnas from days earlier. The boy nodded, having been paid plenty from the Harlian spy, and he watched as the former captain of the guard snuck through the shadows toward the prince’s chambers, avoiding the eyes of the throne and the doppelganger guard at the main entrance. The northern swordsman had heard Vanessa was still here, having been injured at the docks, and was not about to let her rot away in this place. He snuck to the corridor, seeing no one just as planned, only torchlight and shadow. He pulled the key from his belt, still holding the bandages to his chest under his shirt with his other hand. The door unlocked and Balric D’Vrelle went inside, shutting the door behind him and locking it.


  Vanessa looked up from the bed, sweating from the doses of opium that had been forced upon her. Her vision cleared, the room was flickering and dark, and her pain was starting to awaken. Then she saw his face, rugged beard neatly trimmed and dark, tan skin full of care, his dark eyes watering and sad, and his curly black hair down his shoulders. He was crying, standing over her, his mouth moving, but she could not hear, the drugs and burns had kept her body from functioning correctly in many ways. She reached to touch his lips, feeling his skin and the movements of her lover’s mouth. Vanessa was unsure if this was real or a dream, it was hard to tell what reality was in her state.


  Balric tried to talk to her, but she was doped from opium, he could smell it and see it in her one eye that would open. His heart ripped from his wounded chest at the sight of her burns, her blackened skin, but his heart remained loyal. He picked her up, feeling the seeping of blood into his bandages as he lifted her from the bed and carried her to the door. He fiddled with the lock, trying not to drop his lover, realizing she could not walk on her own. The door creaked open, and he staggered down to the prison corridor, passing the young man who he had paid. Balric nodded, saying nothing, for if words escaped his lips, his air would rush out and he may not be able to continue. Blood ran now, down into his waist, and his legs felt weak. Down another dark twisting tunnel of the White Spider, the spy carried his injured woman to more stairs leading up. The door at the top was unguarded, as agreed, and unlocked. He pushed through, Vanessa moaning in pain at the light that spilled in from the outside. Down the sidestreets of Valhirst that led out from the servant entrances to the castle, heading for the docks, he stumbled, but would not let anything stop him from getting to port. The water was in sight, the smell of salt and seabreeze cracked a smile on his face.


  “Halt! Make way for the king!” several voices in heavy armor rounded the corner, steel shields, blue capes, and plate armor, the royal guard marched in line, any and all stepping aside. Balric was barely able to hold her anymore, and placed his back to the wall, tried to cover her face with her hair as to not look suspicious.


  Mikhail strode angrily into his largest and most treacherous city, under the rule of his nephew Johnas. His men parted the people, some waving, some with flowers, most just stared the blank look of a people who lived in a city that they wished had honor and glory like it once did. He hated looking into the eyes of a saddened citizen, for he felt it reflected on his rule. He looked around, noticing children, women, Valhirst guards and merchants all watching him, wondering what feud he would bring to their ruler this time. He saw a man, shaking, back against the wall with his head down, carrying a woman. Harlian by the dark curly hair and complexion, and the beautiful Caberran woman he carried looked to have burns of a severe nature.


  “Stop men, to the left.” Mikhail marched up to the man, his fifty royal guards with him. He stopped a foot in front of the man, noticing blood on his side and red soaked bandages falling out from under his shirt. “Help this man.” the guards held him up, and lifted Vanessa from his arms, despite his feeble attempt to hold on to her. The king had had enough, this city, this prince, his own blood by marriage a generation past had blood in the streets and a suffering populace while he played pomp and snob.


  “Who are you Harlian, and what has happened here?” the king spoke slowly, curious about who would be exiting castle Valhera with such wounds and heading for the docks without seeking a physician or the churches first.


  He thought long, for he knew the reach of Johnas Valhera. “I am Balric, a missionary priest from Harlaheim, and this is my wife, your highness. We were attacked by a rogue wizard near the castle, but the Prince’s men killed him. Dasius was his name I believe, yes Dasius. We would wait for help from the church, but our ship leaves now, and we mustn’t miss it your majesty.” he bowed the best he could, nearly falling over. His face being down helped with the lies, for he had heard the king was a good man and Balric had trouble lying, he despised bringing himself dishonor. He looked at Vanessa, relieved he had gotten this far at least.


  “Get these two to the Persistence, I insist. Find out what ship they leave upon, and tell it to stay anchor by order of the king. Have my physicians attend to them right away captain.” Mikhail marched forward, after the captain of his royal guard and four others escorted the couple safely to his ship. He thought of the man’s wound, most likely not from a wizard, and the lady’s burns looked tended to, while her husband’s were fresh. Mikhail wondered what went on in this city. He had heard plenty, seen plenty, but then it prospered so well from the efforts of Johnas that he could hardly see fault. If it weren’t for his gut feeling he would most likely turn a blind eye. Now he walked ahead,to meet his son and nephew, and discuss the vessels that left from here in such poor fashion. The king planned on being less than courteous in that matter. Johnas would cough up answers, one way or the other.
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  Mikhail strode into the great hall, not bothering with the salutes and courtesies and all the etiquettes. He turned into the throne room with his guards, hearing the sound of shouting. His son and Johnas were arguing, and it was clear out the room into the corridors for all to hear. Now the king felt anger and humiliation that his own blood would act this way. For Johnas, he knew better and had an agenda to humiliate Bryant in his youth. For his son, the king knew he harbored ill feelings and suspicion, blended with his youth, he was prone to anger. The king would stop them both and settle affairs, even thought it would be the talk of the kingdom for months to come.


  “Your ship, the Sapphire did attack me cousin! The MorningHawk sits in your dock with trebuchet damage that you ordered!” Bryant was red in the face, hand on the hilt of his blade, pointing at Johnas, pacing, much like his cousin did.


  “I would never order an attack on a ship of my own kingdom fool! Farrigus left angry, not being promoted to Captain of the guard, and who knows where he is now! I have men searching the sea! Perhaps you haven’t enough training in your long years as to the proper manner of hailing a fellow vessel.” the Prince of Valhirst pointed as well, but with his blade, his messengers and guards present.


  “Liar! Your men are known for their loyalty to you alone, because rumor has it you kill those that ever fail you!” young Bryant’s blade came out now, and so did those of all hundred or more guards between the two relatives.


  The commotion got louder with the personal guards standing off. “Young boys always talk of rumors to impress their fathers, try finding fact, infant!” a shameless hit of words and age, intended on getting him to do something foolish, since Johnas noticed the King’s arrival. He stood straight and bowed as Bryant was heading up to the throne, blade in hand.


  “His Majesty, King Mikhail of Chazzrynn!”


  “Enough!” the king walked beside his son, placing his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Return to your ship, now.” Calmly, quietly, keeping the young Prince’s dignity, but the king gave an order, not a request.


  Bryant breathed deep, sheathing his broadsword, and turned to his men motioning them to walk out. He turned and marched out, silent and noble, yet humiliated.


  “Your majesty, what an expected visit to save your son from further….”


  “Shut your mouth, nephew!” Mikhail stomped to the throne, up the red carpeted stairs, and directly nose to nose with Johnas. “Your ship attacked a royal navy vessel and fled north after the ship carrying fugitives entrusted with the scroll of Annar, I know this. Bryant may not, but I do. I also know you have dealings with the Altestani warship, and not over mere trade agreements for the kingdom. They avoided my hails and continued north, disregarding the king of the country, after meeting with you.” the king whispered, keeping it private.


  “That ship was taken by a drunken city guard, who is most displeased with my not promoting him, and may have a grudge against the kingdom, sire. I have set a bounty for him and the crew, and will have your son’s vessel tended to at once.” Johnas replied with absolute sincerity, not a flinch or twitch in his eyes or words.


  “And the carriers of the scroll said they were attacked by your guards while trying to escape this city, one was an honorable Knight of Southwind keep. Now, he is a Knight of Chazzrynn, one of mine. I have much reason to believe him over the likes of you.” the king stared at his nephew in disgust.


  “I know not of why the Altestani tradeship did not hail you in return, but our trade agreements did fall through and they left most unhappy. As far as the fugitives from Vallakazz, they injured many of my men, the wizards Lazlette even ripped the dock to pieces with lightning. The wizards from the academy said that they would most like young Gwenneth returned, and I was assisting.” he bowed, slightly, maintaining eye contact with his uncle.


  “And the rumors that you house Kaya T’Vellon, who is wanted for murder and conspiracy to the throne?” his words through gritted teeth, his gray beard and hair itching, every part of him wanted to throttle his own nephew right here.


  “Your majesty, I know not of any sightings of the former lady, but should I, you will be informed as….” his throat was grabbed by a steel gauntlet.


  “You listen, you snake! I saw a man today, cut wide open, carrying a woman that I have seen here before, in your throne room. He covered for you, blamed it on some wizard named Dasius, and tried to leave the city as fast as he could.” Johnas’ face was red, the king had been squeezing his neck tight, but he continued anyway. “I know you have illicit dealings with several countries, and have a hand in much of what goes unseen and unheard. Your city is rich on the dirty inside, and fearful and poor on the outside. I know, Johnas, I know, and I will catch you. Do you hear me?” Mikhail threw the Prince of Valhirst to the red carpeted stone floor.


  His neck sore, trying to get air back into his lungs, Johnas stood up, thinking of the throbbing blade at his side and how it would look through his uncle’s chest. “Where is this man, and his wife, uncle? I can have my physicians see them now.”


  “No! They are on my ship, I will tend to those you cast aside, Johnas Valhera. They recently left your castle by the north entrance, are you sure you know nothing of them?” the king stepped down the stairs, regaining his composure, and proceeded to walk, slowly, out of the throne room of Valhirst.


  “I would like to pay for their speedy recovery. Messenger, yes, you there. Hand the king your pouch for their needs. I will repay you later, rest assured.” Johnas pointed to the young messenger that was in the stronghold of the White Spider with him, the only one that could have let anyone into his room to get Vanessa. The one that assisted in waking him and getting him up top for the meeting with Bryant. The Prince knew a payoff when he heard one, and the blade vibrating at his side told him there would be blood.


  The young messenger trembled, handed the king the leather pouch with gold coins, two hundred exactly. That was enough for three years salary almost, and now, the messenger knew he was a dead man. The king looked at the bag, raised his hand at the last moment, refusing it. Now, for the young neonate spy, it weighed ten times more.


  “Guard, you may bring it here then, we will donate it to any other families in the city that have suffered as of late.” the Prince’s eyes bore holes through the young man, who probably thought he had made the best deal of his life, and even helped out two lovers.


  The king stopped, deep in thought at the stone entryway to the elaborate coastal castle, he leaned on the gray stone. “I am sending you my ten most loyal protectors, Johnas, to assist you in cleaning up the city, and to keep an eye on you. They will report to me weekly, and you will not interfere, understood?”


  “Yes your majesty, thank you.” he bowed deeply, cursing under his breath.


  “By the way, the man’s name was Balric, a Harlian. Does that help you remember?”


  “Never heard that name before, my king, sorry. I wish them health and happiness in all their remaining days. Please offer my condolences for their accidental and unfortunate injuries, my leige.” Johnas bowed again, drawing his blade from behind the messenger that stood next to him with the pouch. He watched the king leave, his royal armed guard following.


  “Men, you are dismissed! Post lookouts for Kaya T’Vellon, and post bounty for Farrigus Narminson at one hundred gold coins!” Johnas said it loud enough for his departing uncle to hear, though meant not a word.


  They all bowed and marched out. Johnas stopped the young blonde messenger, grabbing him by the arm that still held the bribe from Balric D’Vrelle. “How would you like to handle this, my little traitor?”


  “I would rather not, my prince. I’m sorry, but all that gold for a half dead woman with burns and scars? I-I-I will give you half? I can find you a much prettier toy than her, your highness, maybe a couple. She’s damaged trade and if some idiot wants to pay ten times what she’s worth, I figure, let him.” the boy, in his late teens, offered the prince a share, feeling better to die cocky than a coward.


  The prince stared, right into his blue eyes, not believing what he had just heard. He began to laugh, hysterically, his blade in hand, his eyes welled with tears, and his stomach ached. He sat back in the throne, unable to catch a breath, his laughter echoing through the room. Soon, the young neonate agent of the White Spider started laughing as well. The two laughed till it hurt, for minutes, the young man having to sit next to the throne from going weak with hysterics.


  “So, I guess your not going to kill me then?!” the young spy continued to laugh, tossing the coin bag into the air and catching it.


  “You’re wrong.” the flawless blade of the enchanted kris sword pierced the man’s throat, the laughter mingled with gurgling and choking of blood. Then through the left side of his chest, then again through the lung the glowing green steel plunged. The laughter died away leaving only the fevered breathing of air and liquid. Then a fourth time, through the other lung, and the prince rested back in his throne, still laughing. The boy turned red in the face, trying to hold his hands over the wounds as he gasped for air, soaking the red carpet with his draining life.


  “But, that was one of the most humorous attempts to live I have ever heard, eh he, thank you. You have brought some laughter to this dismal day boy.” the prince bowed to the boy, and continued to laugh in the empty royal chamber of Castle Valhera. All the way down to the underworld chambers he laughed. Echoes of insidious humor spread throughout the tunnels and passageways as the patriarch of the White Spider went to plan the search for his escaped spies.
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  His dreams were hazy, like smoke had filled his mind against his will and the faces of all those he had killed simply floated toward him in anticipation. Farrigus wandered the fog, knowing he was dreaming, trying to get back to reality, to somehow wake himself up, but he could not. His sword was gone, his dagger too, even the hidden one in his boot. “Terrible dream this is, can’t even kill the bastards that haunt me.”


  Women he had taken against their will, the husbands he had killed, even a few that were far too young to die, they all appeared before him. Just disembodied faces, thin, ghostly, visages with only red, gray and gold for color. He heard the jingling of coins, and smelled blood. It was dark as pitch everywhere, only the ghostly lights allowed him to see. His feet made noise when he walked in the gray haze of nowhere, and he looked down and felt at his boots. Coins, gold and platinum, everywhere he walked. Farrigus laughed, filling his pockets and pouches, and then he smelled it. Rain, heavy rain, but it smelled of blood when it fell, and it was. Blood soaked him as he walked with heavy coins in his possession, rain of red from unseen clouds in a place he could not escape. The faces smiled, and he smiled in return.


  Hours it seemed he walked, and the faces turned to men, men aboard a ship, the Queen Sapphire. He saw the ship behind them, all of them walking off and wet with the same rain drenching them dull and red. They all walked past like he did not exist, looking for something, the ship half sunk in red waters. His mind started to remember, the hole in the ship, the landing on the island, the beach on a cloudy night. He followed the men, trying to grab them and stop them. He knew something had happened, not sure exactly, but he knew they had to stay away from the island. Farrigus grabbed again, his hand passing through them like they did not exist. The deadly assassin had no blade, not that one would likely help here, so he followed the misty forms of the crew he recognized. Dozens upon dozens of men, none of whom he cared about, save for that feeling that they should not go where they were going.


  He heard them at first, the veteran killer of the White Spider crouched low in the mist, still dreaming. He saw the cats, black like shadows with green eyes, thirty, forty, maybe more. They came form the trees, the beach, the trail, and descended like a plague upon the men from the tree covered mountains. Encircling, killing, dragging the men off up the mountain screaming. They became men, and carried the dying, the dead, and the living, to the top of the trees on the mountain as the moons came out. Farrigus tried to scream, tried to stop it, but they passed through him like a ghost.


  The blood hurt, pounding in his head, and the world was dark as he hung upside down from his feet, dangling over the valley. He was awake. He was alive. The dream was over. The cold night breeze chilled him, everything seemed strange, hanging there upside down, suspended by rope tied to some giant wooden statue, many wooden statues with cat eyes carved in them. Blinking, still waking to reality, Farrigus began to sweat. His dark short hair and scraggly beard were wet with blood. The line of bodies swinging in the wind, also hung upside down, was too far to see in the dark of the moons, to see where it ended. “Help! Someone get me down, help!”


  His eyes and mouth froze as a giant yellow green eye appeared in front of him, at least six feet in diameter, round and feline, then the other eye opened. The glow lit the area around the assassin, revealing the men that had been panthers pouring something into the mouths of the struggling crewmen. The giant face of the lord of the panthers smiled at Farrigus, sniffing him, purring and blinking. “Will you join my children and worship me, murderer?” Bansa spoke deeply, purring a constant rhythm.


  “Join what? Who are you, and what is this? Let me down!” Farrigus yelled into the eyes that glowed around him, he looked down to see how far the fall was. He saw nothing but a pile of bones, thousands of bones, skulls of men, cats, and other creatures over forty feet below. He heard hissing and screaming, the panther men were gutting one of the doppelgangers that had been aboard. They tossed it’s carcass into the pit, and then began to eat the organs that they had removed, three of them feasting like pigs at the fresh slop rail. Farrigus, in all his years of murder, felt sick at the sight of men ripping out and eating organs with their hands, sharing them with each other even. He vomited, trying to turn his head to the side as it washed into his eyes and nose.


  “You are either food, or you are devout. You have the choice, since you killed one of my children. Die now, or live eternally, with me and for me, your lord Bansa.” the great cat, it’s fangs as long as Farrigus himself, smiled again that feline smile.


  “Kill me, or I will find a way to kill you and all your diseased pets!” the Chazzrynn swordsman spit at the great beast, not wanting to live as a slave, not caring to worship anything, especially a cat.


  “Give him the blood, for only the brave may worship me. We have lost many children tonight, and we are in need of more to sing the songs of the moons. You will awaken tonight anew, and hunt for me, and kill for me, and you will kneel before me every night, but you will never leave.” the panther spoke as the men, some were his crew, held him and forced the mixture of blood and something acidic and sweet into his mouth from a bone decanter until he swallowed. Yellow light shone from his eyes, whiskers grew on his face, he screamed until his voice hissed and went hoarse. His mind burned and went blank, his body ached, and he was Farrigus no more.


  



   


  Kendari I:VIII 


  Temple of the Whitemoon, Chazzrynn


  “Betrayal is simply a prevention of revenge, and best served cold, quick, and final.”-Indimius, prophet of Harlaheim for King Feodor I, 115 A.D., murdered by his oldest son.


   


  The arrow lodged in his side ached, a pain that he had not felt in centuries of killing and mastering his skills against any and all he met. Kendari sheathed his blades, gritted his teeth, still weary from the long battle with the wood elf hunter. Watching the faint glow of morning lighten the black to indigo in the west, he placed his hands on either side of the protruding projectile and snapped the tip off then ripped the feathered end out. He tore some of his cloak, spitting on it, and shoved it in the small hole, then again on the other side. His anger kept him from screaming, the sounds of the trolls close behind him distracting as well. The Nadderi concentrated, refreshing himself mentally, knowing that the satyr and the elven hunter were dying or dead inside the temple of the Whitemoon. The stone looked sealed from here, but surely the small army of trolls could rip it open before they did anything mystical inside. Kendari smiled at the thought of slicing apart the fey, a fairy of Seirena, perhaps some dryads as well. His pride burned him more than his tired body or any injury could have at not finishing them both, not yet anyway.


  He walked down the steps, passing the dead hiroon in the cascading green and white moonlight of early morning. The shadows played off the trees, still whispering about him and his deeds in whatever language nature spoke in. Kendari drew Shiver in his right, the enchanted longsword in his left, holding it reverse, as he preferred. He heard no music, saw no magical glows around the stones or the grove, but felt the presence of something that did not want him here, assuring him that they still saw him as a threat. The trolls came from his left and his right, on either side to keep pace with him. It had been some time since he was glad to see the foul green bastards, slimy and stringy black hair and eyes, their claws clacking and fangs hissing in the night with their glowing red of nocturnal vision. They did not speak, merely gathered round him, their nine foot forms casting longer shadows on the cursed swordsman, making his fearsome green eyes and pale skin marked with the black swirls of the curse even more frightening.


  “You are late my slimy soldiers. I need that stone door there, ripped open. I do not care how many of you it takes, nor how long, but open the door to that temple and we kill everything inside tonight.” he stepped forward past the hissing regime, nine there were in all. Kendari stepped right into a troll who had not moved.


  “I would suggest moving out of my way, fiend. Now rip that door open or Shiver here will be forced to assist.” he twirled his heated blade toward the face of the stupid one, and stepped around. Another stepped in his way, which he also stepped around, growing frustrated. He thought perhaps Salah-Cam had sent the idiots instead of the warriors from his supply of trolls.


  A third time, a troll stepped in his way, this time placing his clawed hand on Kendari’s shoulder, holding him still from his march. It released its grip when the cursed elf turned, rage on his face. The rest moved in slowly around him with the howl of a wolf in the distance.


  “Lordsss Salah-Cams iss with the Spidersss now, cursssed one. Sayss your nots needed anymore.” the trolls all hissed and laughed, staring down at the Nadderi swordsman. They moved and smiled, their black eyes shimmering red in the night, eager for something that had nothing to do with the temple.


  “Is that so? He has joined the White Spider and he told you I was not needed anymore?” Kendari thought of the organization of assassins, how many of them he had killed in his years. They must have made quite a deal with the foul old wretch of a wizard, and having him around would only be a threat.


  “Thatss sso, yesss. You have been mores trouble thanss you beens worth, he sayss. Your days iss over, elf.” the nine hideous trolls started their fever, their hissing and riling of each other into a furious rage of violent behavior.


  Kendari eyed the nine of them, getting angry, and looking at his blades. His side ached, his shoulder burned, and his arms felt as if he had been fighting for days on end. “And you intend on sending me away then? Very well, tell Lord Cam I will leave him be, and we part ways here my grotesque friends.” he started deep breathing; resting what he could, trying to remain perfectly calm.


  “No, Kendari the cursssed, your lasts night be heres and now.” they took turns, the massive hulking swampfiends, turns talking, turns trying to intimidate him. “Wees too have had enoughs of the hotss sword you calls Shiver. You burns uss too many timesss.”


  “Just motivation, I did it because I care to see you do your very best in every endeavor.” Kendari was barely breathing now, yet smiling since he assumed the trolls did not even know what the word endeavor meant.


  “Layss down your swords, and we kills you quickly, elf.” fangs and claws started coming, reaching for him, taunting him, pushing him back and forth as they tried to get him to make a false move so they could tear him to pieces.


  “You would have to tear them from my dead hands, filth.” his tired body matched his tired mind, and he realized his stares were getting him nowhere this time. He smiled, seeing himself in the sacred grove of the temple of the Whitemoon, nearly seven centuries old, and surrounded by frenzied trolls. Betrayed by the one he hated serving the most, one he thought of killing at least ten times over the last few decades. Kendari of Stillwood faced death, the deadliest assassin, now being assassinated by those that worked for him. He smiled again at the irony, and lowered his head, staring at his enchanted steel weapons.


  “Weess intend to.” the trolls descended on the cursed swordsman they were sent to kill, fangs tore, claws ripped, and screeching hisses echoed in the sacred grove in the black of night.


  



   


  Exodus I:XIII 


  Tower of Kalzarius, Harlaheim


  Waves splashed upon the sides of the piers that stretched out of the port of Harlaheim. No ships seemed to be leaving this afternoon, the docks silent. The spires rose into the cloudy sky, trimmed with beams of sunlight fighting the clouds to meet the waters of the Carisian Sea. Castles upon castles of brown and mottled stone graced the horizon, dotted with high rising towers, one in particular that could not be missed. The shining white marble tower with deep gray and black swirls of natural coloration stood in the center of the immense populace, the twenty story tower of Kalzarius. Great oaken forests surrounded the city and the port was filled with ships, a port twice the size of Valhirst. The banners of Harlaheim, crimson red with a great black crown and rose set on it, trimmed with gold, waved in the breeze from the castle walls and upper towers. Feathered crosses as well peered out from pinnacles of grand cathedrals and churches to Alden.


  The gate rose on the ground floor of his tower, the arcane escorts in their gray robes followed the armed guards in heavy platemail. Thirty men led the procession that protected Kalzarius the Bold, some say the most powerful man in Harlaheim. He had survived four kings thus far, and his tower had been attacked and laid under siege six times during wars, revolutions, and attempts at ousting the wizard for good. His long gray hair blew across his face in the wind, his beard to his chest waved but a little. He marched in pace easily, as a man half his age of over a century would, his white robes with black arcane designs seemed to move with him, against the winds. Eyes of deep mottled hazel stared at his staff of straight black metal topped with a ruby of considerable size. The ancient wizard concentrated as he walked, sensing all that moved about the area of the city, and what was heading this direction.


  “Cilano, walk with me please.” the master wizard asked his young friend and assistant to his side, though half his age and graying slightly.


  “All men are in place as we speak Kalzarius, even archers throughout the main roads from the dock to the tower.” the Shanadorian man carried some bright blonde still in his age, his tall and broad build like many of the men from northern Agara. He loomed over his master and teacher by half a foot and had to slow his pace to remain in step.


  “I sense the White Spider is watching from here in the city, and they have bought off the navy vessels for a time, have they not?” the old arcane disciple smiled as he watched his entourage attracting a crowd of onlookers from the common folk.


  “Yes master, they have seen the Chazzrynn galleon and the Altestani warship heading this way and ignored even the white flag that your friends from the south have raised. Obviously we will have no assistance from the kingdom, and neither will Gwenneth Lazlette. The kings scouts are paying little mind either, more on us than on what is coming on the ship.” the younger wizard kept an eye on the procession, watching the high buildings and main roads for any interferences in the heart of the city.


  “I sense agents of the church here as well, their purpose solely for the scroll. With the Cardinal out of the city, that leaves the Bishop here alone, which is not in our favor. No rival wizards to be felt here and that is a relief. However, I sense one of many years and great skill aboard the trireme slaveship heading toward Aelaine’s daughter. Hopefully she senses it as well.” his eloquent and perfect tones could have put anyone, during any crisis, at ease in a few moments.


  “You could assist them. We have enough men and wizards here to protect you should anyone interfere.”


  “No Cilano, old friend. The eyes of Devonmir are watching from afar, there are too many there against us. They have spies here with the king, I am aware of them as we speak. Should I interfere, we would soon find many an assassin at our door, not knowing if it was the fiends of Devonmir, or our own nobility that set them upon us. I prefer to know who my enemies are, and why my men die in service to the tower, not speculate. It is too delicate, this scroll, this situation, too many involved. We will wait here to protect them as they reach the docks, and provide them a safe route to the tower. Lady Aelaine Lazlette has asked we take good care of her daughter, and delay her as much as possible for she may be sending someone to retrieve her. We will do our part, but they must reach us alive.” Kalzarius watched the sky, the movements of the clouds, and the ships that were now upon each other, heading for a crash course into the port of Harlaheim. He hoped that they would make it here, for there was little he could do to help them without starting a war.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The stone grated across the greataxe, bringing the edge sharper still. Saberrak the gray watched over his shoulder, the great slaveship almost within firing range, and he waited. The crew of over a hundred men sharpened their sabers, shortblades, daggers, and cutlasses, silent like him. They brought every crossbow from below, rolled out every barrel for cover and obstacle, and kept quiet as the view of Harlaheim and the trireme barge approached. The Bronze Harpy would have been boisterous had anyone thought they would reach port first, but it was obvious that they would be intercepted, and even the white flag they raised was not slowing the enemy vessel, not bringing aid from the city. The waters still too deep to measure, the coast two miles off port, and the docks of Harlaheim several miles ahead, the crew saw the Altestani ship at five hundred yards and closing. With a slave crew of roughly three to four hundred as opposed to theirs a quarter that size, the tension and doubt was thick in the air. They all knew enough about Altestan belief to know they would be enslaved, killed, or worse, there was no barter with the northern empires.


  James came above deck, polished, and trimmed beard, his sash and falconhead medal in their proper places, and his armor and shield ready. He watched the men, watched them following the minotaur, seeking to lean on his strength. Azenairk was eyeing the enemy ship, fully dressed in his steel plate, shield and helm, and smiling behind his black beard. The dwarf had made rounds all day, talking, asking questions, and putting men at ease with his words and prayer, the crew trusted him. Gwenneth and Shinayne remained at the helm, discussing in private many things at length it seemed. The noble elf, her golden hair flowing on the breeze and skin shining in the trickles of sunlight that appeared, was pointing to the deck of the ship, then to the enemy vessel, Gwenneth watching, plotting.


  Closer now, the crew noticed the archers and deck weapons of the Altestani Headhunter taking position. They scrambled for cover, and readied theirs, looking to the helm. Saberrak stood and walked toward the main deck, James following, then the dwarven priest. Lady Shinayne walked down to meet them, followed by the prodigal wizard. The eyes of all the men watched, their ears intent on hearing every word as the shadow of the massive warship closed in and their five leaders conversed.


  “Seemed they outran us, elf. Now what?” Saberrak snorted, smiling a bit as he hefted his greataxe, a borrowed shortblade in his other hand.


  “They can not drive us to the coast, their bottom is as deep as ours, maybe more, but I dare not go any closer. If we hit this far out, we are sunk or sitting prey, so we sail on. They will try and crush us, fire upon us with all they have, and then board us. I will keep us afloat and then defend the aft and helm with my men. I need you James, to take the bow with yours, and Zen, take the main deck. Cut every rope, loose every hook, and dislodge any planks or ladders.” Shinayne seemed serious, concentrated beyond her normal emotional self.


  “And what of Saberrak and Gwenneth?” James drew his blade, raising it to examine the edge, not that the enchanted weapon ever really dulled, but it was habit. Then he produced a bottle of wine. He knew they all stared at him that moment, heard their breathing stop. He closed his eyes and thought of Annar, his dreams, the scroll, and that he finally had something and someone to stand for. He looked to the Altestani vessel with no fear, and threw the bottle end over end into the Carisian Sea. They did not speak, but James Andellis felt their breathing commense, and he felt peace.


  “Gwenneth will be protecting us from the arrows and bolts that they rain down on us, and dealing with the doppelganger wizard. Once they begin to board, and we take out their rudder, steering and masts, she will unload upon the ship with all she has, so we can break off and make it to port while they drift and burn.” Lady T’Sarrin drew her matching swords, head down, realizing that she had just given more bad news.


  “Doppelganger wizard? You’re serious? How do you know that?” James looked at the slaveship, a hundred yards closer now.


  “I sensed it, read the aura from afar. It is old and powerful and leads the ship disguised as the noble that the creature killed I presume. I will handle it, and try and keep us protected from anything he conjures up. Have faith, knight, my skills and training are far beyond any devious shapeshifter.” Gwenneth held her dark staff and black wand in one hand, trying to keep her long dark hair out of her face as she spoke since the breeze of the sea picked up.


  “And how do we take out the rudder and steering? Magic?” James, always pointing out what was missing, looked at the elf again.


  “No. Saberrak is taking care of that. Gwenne has a spell that will allow him to breathe water for a time, and he will leave from the bow of the ship, travel under theirs, and then climb up the rear of the ship, and board them. Once the steering is destroyed, he will take down the masts, then get back onto the Harpy.” Shinayne looked up to the enemy ship again, fifty yards closer. “They are almost within range.”


  “Saberrak! That is suicide, plain and simple.” James shook his head in disbelief of such a notion as he tried to whisper some common sense.


  “Thanks, I like a challenge. I’ll take that bet, Knight of Chazzrynn.” the gray gladiator smiled, eager to be outnumbered, to be in the middle of a mass of enemies, and to defend what was his. “The scroll is hidden in your bedroll, James, should I not make it back. You have seen Annar and know as much as I in the matter. Please protect it.”


  “Don’t say that. Please. Just do not let the men give up, and do not get killed. That would make me very angry, and I hate being angry.” Shinayne tucked her feelings away, smiled, and looked back to the helm. “Once we are loose of them, I will need to come back here to get us to port safely. Zen, you will have to cover my end of the ship when I do. Keep the men hopeful and fighting, and do not let anyone be taken.”


  “Yes Captain.” Azenairk prayed, feeling the presence of God, and prayed for light and guidance. He felt he needed to help more, do more, so he asked for that as well.


  “Regardless of what you may think of me, of what you believe, it has been an honor to fight with you and make it this far.” James turned from his only friends, unable to face them at this moment, fearing it may be one of the last. They were the only ones who had ever stood by him through anything, knowing little much good about him, there was nothing left to do but try and survive, alone at sea.


  The knight went the fore of the ship, facing starboard, the priest stopped on the main deck and did the same. Saberrak walked past, patting them both on the shoulder and crouched on the tip of the bow of the Bronze Harpy. Gwenneth uttered a few arcane words, and levitated above the deck, a few feet only, not wanting to get her concentration disrupted by any motions of the ship on the water or the collision that was soon to occur. The elven swordswoman watched, her course set with a man at the helm to keep it, she saw the Altestani trireme keeping pace, running nearly parallel to them, and not allowing for any advance or retreat, nowhere to turn. The tarnished yellow flag of the Bronze Harpy and the white flag of peace and surrender waved in the wind.


  “My Lady?” an old sailor with his frazzled orange beard and dingy clothes that manned the crow’s nest spoke up. “The Harlians aren’t gonna be answerin the white flag captain, and neither is that big ship, are they?”


  “No, they are not.” Shinayne kept her aqua eyes on the enemy vessel, the men preparing to fire. She maintained the serious composure of stone that was needed by a hundred men looking to her. They knew, all did, that death was moments away.


  “The men would feel better if ye took it down captain, since we won’t be surrenderin and all. We have an old Chazzrynn one, from the Harpy’s scouting days for the king. Your permission to hoist it up there Captain?” the man had a folded blue flag in his hands.


  “Permission granted.” Shinayne stared, watching the men receive the nod from their captain and draw down the white flag, and raise the blue flag of Chazzrynn, the black falconhead fluttering in the breeze. The crew cheered, yelling and staring at the trireme barge almost ontop of them, waving their blades at both the enemy and their elven captain. The colors reached the top of the crow’s nest, and the men yelled more, a string of curses and threats to the Headhunter.


  James drew the blade, Arlinne’s blade, and saluted the war barge of Altestan. The roars of defiance in the face of certain death brought him back to Arouland, back to thirteen years ago. This time he spoke, loud enough for the Gods, and surely the Altestani, to clearly hear. “Crew of the Headhunter of Altestan, you are to stand down your colors and diverge from your course! I am Sir James Andellis, knight of Chazzrynn and by order of the king, you will stand down!”


  The cheers from the crew like thunder, the roars from all his friends like a blessing that showered him in light, and he cared not whether they listened or no. James felt more freedom now than ever in his life, surrounded by a symphony of defiance and friendship. Not the ogre slaying mercenary, not the vagabond drunk, he felt alive in the midst of leading a stand against evil.


  Then silence. The first volley of trebuchet harpoons and arrows filled the sky over the Carisian Sea. Hundreds upon uncounted hundreds stole the light from the clouds above.


  Gwenneth rose higher off deck, almost twenty feet in the air, and held her staff toward the incoming volley. Shimmering translucence walled the starboard side of the galleon, from water to the top of the masts, like a curtain of magical nothing. The men took cover, James and Zen raised their shields, but the elven woman and the minotaur did not move. The arrows and bolts bounced and shattered, hitting something that was stronger than steel, yet like silk on the wind. The larger projectiles passed through, wobbling and off target, like they had gone through water and lost their momentum, crashing into the sea harmlessly.


  Another volley flew at the Bronze Harpy, with the same results, splintering arrowheads, flaming bolts falling to singe the waters, and harpoons skittering short of the ship. The crew was amazed, thinking not to survive the onslaught that would ream from the massive warship. They pointed their blades at Gwenneth, yelling and cajoling the opposition as it came within a hundred yards now. A third volley launched and a fourth, meeting the magical barrier the wizard held in place, causing neither harm nor breach to the ship or her crew.


  The young wizard, starting to feel the strain of her magicks, saw her enemy above deck dressed as a turban wearing Altestani noble, and saw him begin to point at her. “There you are, doppelganger, let me see what you know.” she rose higher, hoping to keep it focused on her and not the ship. The creature let loose a bolt of crackling blue light at her, streaking across the air between the ships, simple arcane lightning, not the real invocation she had held for a moment once. He was testing her, and she knew it. Her wand went up, she concentrated for a moment then green energy pulsed from the tip of the black crystal device, striking the incoming electricity. The sizzling bolts vanished, as did the green aura from her wand. She returned the message with one of her own, her staff in place holding the barrier secure with little concentration. Gwenne’s wand put away, her fingers fanned out, she chanted over the noise of wave and crew, firing three scorching white streaks of flame at the creature in disguise. They shot through the air faster than arrows, all turning to steam as they got within ten feet of his upheld palms, water misting from them as the spell fell harmless. “Hmmm, you do know a little. But how much?” Gwenneth, talking to herself still, flew higher, up to the tips of the masts and above, eye level with the approaching creature, drawing any of his assaults to her and away from the galleon.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The great slaveship pulled alongside, thirty feet from the starboard side of the Bronze Harpy, showing all the decks and floors filled with dark skinned Altestani men ordering pale skinned slaves to ready hooks, ropes, planks, and weapons to board the ship. Hundreds more than were on the galleon, ready to raid and kill for their masters. Saberrak waited, twenty feet, fifteen, ten, and he dove into the water off the bow of the ship. His greataxe strapped tight on his back with a leather holster, shortsword in his hand, he swam under the crashing waves of the trireme with the dragon flags. He breathed the water like air, feeling a tingle in his chest from the magicks the wizard had cast upon him. He grabbed at the underside of the ship, his hand sliding on the smooth wet wood. Suddenly this was all moving much faster than he had thought. He saw the oars pulling back, their passing overhead reminded him of how short the ship really was at this speed. His blade dove into the wood, splintering as it went, the minotaur being drug back by the current. He grabbed again, trying to slow his pace in the blue depths of the freezing waters, and then he saw the anchor. Iron and massive, shaped like a dragon with outstretched wings matching some of the flags, he reached and held onto it. Breathing in the water, hearing murmured blasts and yelling from above, Saberrak climbed the chain. Using the sword as a climbing tool into the wooden wall he braced against, air finally hit his lungs. He tried not to gasp out of reflex since he had not been truly holding his breath. He climbed higher, above the water on the side of the slaveship, out of view on the rear of the vessel. Fifty feet above the sea, he hung at the very top, hidden below the deck, waiting for the enemy to board the Harpy. He knew that he could not take on the crew alone, so he paused, patient, until their focus was on the galleon. Then he would make his move.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The collision knocked barrels across the decks, men rolled off their crouched stances, and wood groaned and thundered as the trireme crashed alongside the galleon. Scraping, the ships drove forward on the waves, the smaller Harpy being pushed closer to the coast and away from Harlaheim. Yells and battle charges sounded as planks and hooks from four decks of the massive vessel flew from portholes and bridges. Too many to count, the hooks that passed the magical barrier grabbed the siderail, and pulled tight the ships together. The crew of the Harpy back on their feet, just in time to see the planks fill with men from the Headhunter as they dropped between the ships. They swung by rope, climbed by hooked supports, and ran down planks. Men of various cultures, thin, strong, young and old, driven by finely armed and dressed masters with curved blades and headdresses above their darker skin. Hundreds charged the smaller galleon.


  “Cut the ropes! Push the gangplanks into the sea!” Shinayne left the helm, blades out, charging to the deck below her, rallying her men as the enemy boarded.


  “Fire!” James Andellis stood low, his men behind him loosing their arrows and bolts into the charging slaves that passed through the barrier. “Now stand your ground men, we hold them here!” the knight stood at the front of the foredeck, dozens charging past those that fell from the volley. He raised his broadsword, the edge to his face, and saluted the mass of enemies that he stood against.


  Azenairk picked up his warhammer from where he had been praying on the middle deck, and stood hard as his men threw planks and cut ropes. He had done all he could, and felt that he would fight it out and let God decide. The slaves leapt onto the ship, the men cut and crossed swords, one of the slaves swung his machete at the priest, hitting his raised shield. He countered with a hard swing to the man’s ribs, shattering them beneath the flesh and then turned on another. There were many, too many, and Zen attacked the nearest one, swinging his weapon into their bodies, deflecting cuts from an array of swords, his men fighting and dying beside him.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Gwenneth resisted more energy as spiraling waves of black rushed at her from the palms of the doppelganger, magicks of the dead, forbidden spells, arcane contraband for the mortal world. Her hand ached from unleashing so much power to dispel his attacks. She looked down at the crew. Seeing the battle in place, young Lazlette pulled her staff with both hands, letting the barrier fade. She pointed the tip at the doppelganger, shards of ice by the hundreds launching forward. Flames erupted from his palm, melting the barrage. Another followed, this time orbs of shadow and electricity shot through the evening sky, unerringly targeted on Gregore’. His hands pressed together, black eyes staring at the woman, and a red globe of illumination surrounded him, the sparking bolts crackling into it before they reached him. As they did, Gwenne uttered a quick dispel of her own, not on the globe, but on the shapeshifter. His form involuntarily reverted to a hairless beast, covered in arcane tattoos, with a black cloak around him that whipped in the wind. His curved noble sword and jewelry remained, and he stood on the deck, revealed. Several of his men nearby took notice and began talking in Altestani, and word spread.


  “That was not nice. No, no. Not nice little girl. No, no.” it waved its finger at her, eyes full of hate and menace. Gregore’ levitated off the deck of the ship he had assumed command of, in case any men should feel brave enough to confront him.


  “I like to see who I am about to kill, doppelganger.” Gwenne Lazlette raised her hand, sending shimmering light around her body, protecting her. She flew forward, as did her enemy, charging each other in mid air a hundred feet above the sea.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Saberrak jumped aboard the upper deck of the trireme, seeing only five Altestani men there now at the wheel. He threw the shortsword end over end, plunging deep into the back of the man at the steering. They turned, just in time to see their navigator lose his head from a vicious greataxe, the blood splattering across the deck as the body fell, while the head rolled past them. A secondary backswing chopped through the chain armor and through bone and flesh, blood running like water from the axeblade. The remaining Altestani men yelled in some foreign tongue the minotaur did not understand, and drew curved shamshir blades. They dove at him with fear and fury mixed, slashing at the horned warrior. His axe deflected one cut, another barely slicing his bicep, a small thin trickle of blood ran down. He lowered his head, and charged through the bearded northern warrior, trampling him. The gray gladiator grabbed him by the throat, lifted and turned, hurling him at the one that had cut him. The neck snapped during the throw, sending a scream that many likely heard. The Altestani swordsman ducked his comrade and attacked again, parried by the handle of the greataxe. Saberrak grabbed the man’s swordhand, and then dove his axe into the flank of his enemy. He heard men coming up the stairs to the aid of their masters as he pulled the curved blade from the hand of the dying soldier. With one brutal spin, he cut the man in two with his axe and his own curved sword. Four men stopped at the top stair, facing the bloody helm and seeing the carnage spread all over. Eyes from under horns, a face with horn tattoos splattered with blood, atop a seven and a half foot tall beast, the men yelled “ech Midroon!” over and over, backing down the way they came. Saberrak assumed they meant minotaur, hoped they meant something worse, and dropped his weapons to his feet. He crouched below the wheel, grabbed with both hands, and lifted. He roared and snarled, his massive muscles bulging, wood splintering as his rage took over. The column snapped, the wheel still attached, and the horned warrior lifted it overhead and threw it at his four admirers. Down the stairs they went, crushed by two hundred pounds of flying wood. Saberrak saw more attention directed his way, more Altestani warriors. He picked up the greataxe and the curved sword and marched toward the masts. Twenty men stood in his way at the lower stairs, armed with curved swords and small round shields, trained soldiers. The minotaur did not blink, feeling nothing, seeing only dead men ahead of him.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The griffon pommeled blade cut through another slave with a crosscut to the chest. James parried a spear thrust, spun with his shield, and knocked the slave into the sea. His weapon chopped down through the face of another man with a scimitar, then the knight kicked him off the rail to follow his ally. The men fought hard, holding the foredeck, but the numbers around them were growing, being rallied by an Altestani officer of some high rank on the deck across from him on the enemy vessel. James leapt onto the plank, one of still dozens in place allowing the mass of soldiers onto the Bronze Harpy. The veteran soldier walked carefully across the wooden platform, the motion of the ships rubbing made it unstable. Three slaves charged him to protect their commander. The first lunged with his saber, and James pinned it down with his shield to the wooden plank, and then cut across the man’s throat with his broadsword. The second weaved two long daggers, running forward, his arms out ready to thrust at any open vital spot on the knight. Sir Andellis stepped ahead, letting the edges hit his shield, swung high at the warriors head, then spun on his right heel I full circle, crouched low. The edge of the sword took the foot off right above the ankle, then the follow through pierced his chest as James walked over the screaming body. The third slave, larger and muscular, obviously an oarman, held a great scimitar in two hands, standing halfway across the platform over the turbulent waters. The knight of Chazzrynn marched forward, seeing the curved blade come up and across at his head, raising his shield, but he advanced. It sparked off the angled protection, just as James lowered his head and let a vicious sideswing from the broadsword. The cut sliced under the slave’s armpit, splitting him wide open. He turned halfway behind the crouching warrior, and cleaved the back of his neck with a clean slash of the edge, cutting the head form the body. The knight turned toward the Headhunter, and raised a bloodsoaked blade to the Altestani officer, challenging him. The two stood in that moment of matched stares for a short eternity. The dark skinned noble accepted, drawing his scimitar and bowing his adorned headdress in return.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Shinayne parried with her elven longblade, and thrust forward into half lunge with the curved shortblade, diving the point into the slave warrior that faced her, his handaxe dropping to the deck, his body following. Surrounded, unable to see James or Azenairk, the elven swordswoman surveyed quickly. She saw Saberrak on the enemy ship, and witnessed his greataxe cutting through an enemy soldier. She glanced at the sky, Gwenneth and some robed creature hurling deadly fantastic magicks at each other, encircling one another in rapid flight. The foredeck was holding, the main deck was swarmed along with the aft of the ship where she stood. The Harpy was holding, but locked against the larger ship, helpless to its will and size. She did not see James anywhere.


  The elven noble went into action, the edges of her swords cutting into enemy men as she dodged, sidestepped, and weaved her way through the plague of human slave warriors. First, the curved blades cut from behind, through the hamstrings of a tall warrior that had just cleaved one of her men down with an axe. Stepping quickly, her left weapon pierced the chest of a young slave soldier trying to flank her, just as her right cut twice across the abdomen and throat of an Altestani soldier who turned to grab her. Shinayne rolled forward under several blades meant for her head, springing up and diving both points through the body of another slave. The elf captain spun, dropping low and cutting through the calves of two different human slaves that had been charging from behind and had lost her. Blood ran down her matching elven swords and she plunged them into their hearts as they hit the deck screaming and holding their legs. She crossed her longblade overhead, stopping a scimitar from another dark skinned northern soldier behind, rising up, splitting him from groin to chin with a dragging backcut from the edge of the shortsword. Her elbow crushed his temple, sending him down to deck.


  Three men surrounded her as she came close to the main deck, a trail of dead behind her. Two with scimitars and one with a spear, all signaling to each other to take her together. She crouched low, facing the spearman, then sprung out, sidestepping his thrusting point and dove both blades high into his chest near the shoulders. Shinayne crouched and sprung, kicking herself into the air, somersaulting over the soldier, using the lodged weapons as leverage and balance. Two sword cuts slashed through his body, from his own men, and the elf landed behind him, her swords ripping through his shoulders as she held on to her grip. She pulled them free as the spearman dropped, turning from behind him and cleaving the throat of the darker swordsman as she danced through the battle. As he fell, she felt the cut to her side hit flesh and armor from the third warrior’s scimitar. Her shirt was moist and hot with blood, but she did not hesitate. The Lady Captain stabbed her shortblade through his forearm that held the scimitar, then crosscut him twice across the torso, then kicked him back off the rail and into the sea. Her men were thinning, but the enemy slaves fell into the waters as their planks and bridges were thrown off the Harpy. Many of the crew rallied behind her after the dazzling display of swordsmanship they had just witnessed. Shinayne made her way back to the upper deck of the rear of the ship, leaving drops of blood behind her as she watched more men board the Harpy. She needed to see if there was any hope left as the never ending supply of slaves continued to flood her ship. Now high up at the helm, she realized they had barely made a dent in the Altestani forces.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Seeing his men dying, unsure of what more he could do besides fight, Azenairk concentrated on his men, their wounds, their weapons, and their enemies. He hit his hammer hard on the deck, breathing deep and humming as he closed his eyes in the middle of the siege. He felt the hopelessness of fighting these odds much longer, and the need for something. He had faith beyond faith, and he let his mind and heart reach outside himself, asking for Gods help, his mercy, and strength. His mind dove into deep focus for but a moment, feeling Vundren, the father of his fathers. Zen spoke his name under his breath, and touched his Hammerpiece symbol, then picked up his warhammer as he opened his eyes. Making his peace, he was ready to fight to the death with his friends.


  He looked at his men, some dying, but then they stood up next to him, wounds healing, and stared in astonishment. The same look that the dwarf gave them, as six, then eight, then twenty men stood from the bloody deck. Their cuts gone, like they never were, and they picked up their swords and charged back into battle with their leader on the main deck of the ship. Eyes of the slaves agaze at the small wonder, seeing the near dead and dying stand anew to fight once more. Azenairk looked at the blades of his men, seeing a slight metallic sheen and sparkle to them, something not there before. Maybe thirty of his men, over half that still lived, had an unexplained glow about their weapons if one were to look. And the priest looked hard, seeing the parries cut the enemy blades clean through. Their attacks sliced through any armor or shield, the weapons of his men moved a little faster, struck surer, and seemed sharper than possible. Many dead sailors remained still, yet the ones who seemed healed had an inspired look to their eyes that Zen could not deny, it was not there before.


  The first plank collapsed, split in half by a jagged rock that passed by in the few feet between the ships. Its jagged spike of rough brown stone jutting out of the sea some twenty feet high. The rock split every rope, every hooked ladder, and almost every plank that connected the ships together. More than forty slaves fell into the Carisian and many Altestani soldiers as well. Azenairk’s men let out a battle cry, diving into the fray again, with healed wounds, new life, and glistening blades. The dwarf lowered his head, and charged in with them, smiling for small miracles. “Thank you father!”


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  “Master Kalzarius, they are not going to make it! What should we do?” Cilano turned to the old wizard, having seen enough of the massive ship driving the smaller galleon toward the coast and waging war upon her with such numbers.


  “Patience my student, patience. Did you see the rock?” Kalzarius was smiling, yet knew they were still over half a mile out and turning west and away from them.


  “Yes, but what does a simple jagged rock have to do with the fact they are outmatched?” the younger wizard seemed frustrated.


  “I have been in this city for eighty one years my friend, and there is no jagged outcropping in the bay. Never has been, until just now.” Kalzarius smiled wider, watching Gwenneth from afar, throwing spell after arcane energy back and forth with her adversary high in the air, still far out of his reach in any event.


  “I do not sense any arcane magic coming from the rock, so what is it?” Cilano concentrated his arcane senses out far into the waters, the rock was natural.


  The master wizard turned to his pupil of many years, “I do not know, and that is why I have hope and patience. There is something else helping them, or someone.”


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  His horns buried deep in the chest, snorting as he felt another sword blade cut his back. The minotaur whipped his neck around, hurling his dying enemy’s body across several others, all scattering from the raging beast. Yet another steel slash from a brave northern soldier cut his gray flesh from the rear. He turned, greataxe dripping from both edges, and the elegant shamshir had bits of dark hair with the crimson coated blade. The two fearless Altestani men marched in, having cut him twice, their confidence was high. Saberrak stared, unnerving one of the five remaining men of the original twenty or more. The lunges began, and he stood still, waiting till they were within reach. They circled him, poking with the tips of their curved weapons, feigning to slash, but stepping back. They were close now, his back and arms bleeding from many cuts, only fueling his focus and anger. He looked at the chest of each one, the white loose shirts over chain armor, the white turbans, and the black flying dragon design on their strange uniforms. His hate brewed, his knuckles tightened, and he smelled the blood on the deck, and all over himself, wanting more.


  In their native tongue, they yelled to each other, waving and teasing with swords, then Saberrak noticed their feet, the boots pointing in and pivoting slightly, giving away their timing. He pulled his weapons in close to his chest, then flung the as hard as he could throw, end over end to his sides. The greataxe buried in the chest of the soldier on his right, sending him back, hitting the rail of the ship as he landed dead. The curved sword hit low, piercing through a cracking of pelvic bone, and protruding all the way to the crosspiece, the scream in any language would have sent chills to anyone but Saberrak. He lowered his horns as if to charge the one in front, then turned as the sword came at his head, parrying the attack with his horns and lifting the Altestani man by the throat. The gray gladiator squeezed as he turned to face the two behind him, squeezed until blood ran from every hole above the neck, and then the sound of flesh and bone crushing. The nostrils poured, his ears ran red, his gargled mouth open and crimson drained onto his chest, blood even dripped from his bulging eyes. The soldiers stood, not ten feet away, horrified, and ran to the lower deck, screaming something that the horned warrior assumed were cries for reinforcements.


  Dropping the corpse, he gathered his weapons, and took a low stance atop the stairs. He eyed the main mast, men scattering about seeing his approach. He charged, bounding down the stairs, nearly five hundred pounds of muscle and blood, his horns lowered and shoulder tight. He chopped his greataxe and sword as he ran, cutting down two northern swordsmen with his long reach, and pumped his legs faster still. The mast closed, coming up fast as he charged, charged like he would run right through the great wooden beam as thick as himself. A crossbow fired, then another, and Saberrak did not flinch as two bolts hit his hide on the left shoulder and calf. He hit the mast, horns, head, and shoulders at the same instant, knocking the air from his chest in a mighty roar. It swayed hard forward, the wood making noises of popping and pain. He rounded the other side, avoiding more crossbow fire, and as the beam swayed back, the gray minotaur chopped with the axe then pushed with his legs and upper body, causing a strong momentum, splintering the mast near the base. It began to fall, under too much pressure from Saberrak, and its own leaning weight. Mast and sails toppled, splinters of polished wood shot all around, falling into more sails and smaller masts, then crashing with the Altestani dragon flags into the helm of the great warship. Numb from the impact and his wounds, the horned warrior ran to the bow of the upper deck, plowing his way through the mass of confused soldiers, and made for the edge. Fifty feet above the waters of the Carisian with a score of soldiers chasing after him, Saberrak dove. He hoped to make it back to the Harpy and find his allies still breathing.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The shield tossed to the small bridge of the enemy ship, Sir James honored the challenge he issued, and fought sword to sword with the Altestani officer that had been leading the siege on the Bronze Harpy. The knight of Chazzrynn raised his broadsword, placing his left hand on his right, holding the blade in high guard. He stared at his enemy, the blue eyes, dark skin with dots and markings of his race, the trimmed beard and white turban. He stepped forward. He had finely crafted chainmail under his white loosed tabard flowing with the black dragon crest on the chest. The officer’s scimitar engraved, bejeweled, with a pommel of gold at the other end of the curved steel edge. James only saw an enemy, a driver and whipper of slaves, and he fearlessly marched forward cutting down to the blade of his opponent.


  The scimitar parried, riposting with a low horizontal cut that backed the knight up a step as he deflected the attack. James countered, a wide sweeping slash to the left side of the officer, who turned and parried with a reverse block, the tip pointed down. The Altestani man returned the attack with a fast twirl of the curved weapon, taking a piece of the knight’s hair as he ducked under the whooshing blade of James Andellis. The broadsword cut low and across the upper abdomen of the enemy officer, spilling his blood down his white uniform. Cheers went into the air from the Harpy, his men fighting yet watching their leader take on the noble officer aboard the enemy vessel high above them. Still fighting, the northern swordsman cut across at the southern knight, his scimitar blocked by the broadsword, then his hand was cut, and the blade fell into the sea. The bleeding Altestani officer, holding his gaping wound that poured blood across his fingers, hit his knees on the lower deck of his own ship, feeling dizzy and weak. He looked up to the knight who had defeated him, and nodded, his eyes closing. Sir James gave him a blade salute, and ran his broadsword through the mans chest, and pulled it back quickly. An honorable death. His men cheered, still fighting, but yelling his name as the enemy officer fell to the deck into the Carisian Sea. The Knight of Chazzrynn backed up three steps, seeing no plank or rope to get him back across now, and ran to the edge of the enemy bridge. He leaped to the main deck, fifteen feet below, across rushing waters between the ships, and landed hard. He rolled forward, sprawling out but not breaking anything, and ended up on his back, sword in hand, but without his shield.


  Someone stepped over him amid the still bloody struggle aboard the Bronze Harpy, and that someone stood there. Tall muscular, bearded with blue glowing eyes, it was Him. Deflecting blows meant for the vulnerable knight, he stood silent in the midst of chaos. James blinked, rubbed his eyes as he smiled, then Annar was gone.


  Shield in hand, defending James from anyone that came near, Azenairk roared. “Good to have you back aboard, Sir James! Mind putting that sword to use here?” Azenairk swung his warhammer hard into the skull of a charging slave with a longsword. The dwarf looked down to the brave knight, smiling and shaking his head, and helped the man to his feet.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Seeing the riggings and trappings that held the ships together had been mostly cut somehow, Shinayne leapt up the stairs to the helm. The sailor she had left there lay dead from crossbow bolts in his chest, too many to count. She saw Altestani warriors coming on her trail, following through the battle on the aft deck. The elven noble looked to the Headhunter, seeing the masts falling, she knew it was time to veer to portside and try to get around the deadly bow of the warship and make for port. She began to sheath her blades and move toward the wheel, then something stopped her, her senses telling her something was not safe. The invaders climbed over the rails to the helm, on either side of her, climbed it like they were lizards or spiders without a sound. Her blades were out again, as four sets of black eyes stared from behind the guises of northern human soldiers.


  The first two doppelgangers hissed and smiled as they dove in, swords slashing from either side, her parries too quick for the creatures to match. Shinayne felt trapped, especially knowing what they really were, in tight quarters and flanked. One turned his form to look like a sailor from the Bronze Harpy, and the other to look like a white garbed knight of Chazzrynn, while the other two continued their attack on the elf. She ducked and parried to her left and right, seeing the other shapeshifters take the wheel at the helm keeping it guided close to their ship. Her curved longblade took the hand off the beast to her right, the shamshir dropping to the ground with it. Another curved blade of bone spouted from the purple blooded stump in but a moment. He shortblade dove through he eye on the approaching foe to her left, sending it back toward the steps, screaming through fanged teeth. The back edge of the elven longsword sliced up through the belly of the same doppelganger, then down again in one fluid motion, spilling strange insides to the outside and onto the deck. The doppelganger turned into some form of crocodile, and began to squirm away in a trail of purple liquid.


  Disguised as a Bronze Harpy sailor, the third creature came from behind the first, leaping easily over its ally holding the stump as it grew the bone weapon. The fiendish one disguised as a knight remained at the wheel, steering the ship closer to the enemy vessel, compensating for the cut ropes. He was crashing it back into the larger ship. The elven swordswoman kept her guard up, blades crossed in front of her, feeling the sting of her wound in her side. She feigned weakness, backing up, luring them to more open area around the rail of the aft of the Harpy. Two followed, bone blades protruding from the fingers of their off hands as well. Shinayne backed to the rail, drawing the two out from the helm. They remained spread apart, keeping to each side of her. Her mind went to the planning of strikes, seeing that they wished to keep her occupied and were not taking any chances. She thought of leading with the left, following to the right, but leaping off the rail to get behind the other, then…Smack!


  The creature in the guise of a Harpy sailor, twisted, its head smashing into the rail, blood shooting from the fanged mouth, then was lifted by the head, and thrown into the sea off the rear of the galleon. A pair of horns, followed by a wet and cut up gray minotaur, emerged from the climb up the back of the ship.


  “I had them both, thank you!” Shinayne leapt onto the rail, balance perfect, and spun as she stepped, cutting three times through the doppelganger’s neck and upper chest. She flipped off of the rail, through the air, landing in front of it, just as it spun to where she had been to cut her down. The elf slashed deep with the edge of the longblade through the back of its knees, then kicked it between the shoulders as it fell forward. The splash into the trailing waters assured her of its demise.


  The gray minotaur, greataxe in hand, side by side with the elven woman, strode up the steps to the helm. Surprisingly to them both, the creature looked at them, smiled, and dove off the back of the ship, leaving control of the galleon. It shifted into a small shark before reaching water, and swam hard and deep down into the dark waters. Shinayne grabbed the wheel after sheathing her blades, pulling hard to port, to see if she could get them away from the Altestani Headhunter. Saberrak collapsed next to her, his body bleeding and weak.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The elder doppelganger wizard focused all his energy into the flames of orange lines that spewed from both its palms. Hissing and staring with black eyes at the woman, it circled in the air, far above the ships, diving and climbing through the evening sky like a demon without wings. Gwenneth’s blue shield of light and cold arcane power was fading, the heat beginning to warm her body as she hovered in midair. She raised her staff, and focused on the arms of her opponent, spreading them apart with arcane might. It resisted with a force she had never set against. Her brow sweating, arm trembling from the force of telekinetic energy rippling through her while maintaining the failing shield of inhuman cold to stop the flames. Slowly, Gregore’s arms widened, his flames firing out wide of her shield, which disappeared at her will now that his searing magicks were no threat. The doppelganger tried to close its arms, pulling against her powers, feeling the shoulders pop, sensing pain as it struggled from the pressure on its form from the intense energies at work. Astonished, yelling through fanged teeth, Gregore’ tried to muster the power to stop her force on its body.


  She slowly rose, higher above the creature, seeing that its motion had stopped due to the need to concentrate so hard to keep its arms intact. Gwenne ached from her fingers to her unbreathing chest, feeling as if she too, may burst from pressure. Her staff turned slightly, moving the hovering shapeshifter closer to the Headhunter vessel. Its arms out behind its back now, flames shooting into the darkening air, both wizards trembling from resonating hums of arcane energy. And she dropped. On purpose, Gwenne let go of her hold, her levitation, and fell from above the staring creature. Gregore’s flames shot out and up where she had been, just as he heard the words of powerful arcane incantation fall on the sky toward him.


  Gwenneth stopped her freefall, hovering on the air, her fingers pointed up at the doppelganger spraying magical fire above her. Her brief seconds of fall and breath summoned an intense energy into her. Silent white and blue lightning appeared in a line from her, through the creature, and then she turned it into the side of the trireme warship. Over a hundred feet of pure raw force and electricity ripped through flesh and wood, man and beast, flashing for miles from above the battling ships. Gregore’ howled in pain as a hole burned through his chest, blackening and utterly destroying his flesh and organs. Barely audible, flashing and burning everything it touched, one second, then two, her body was weakening. Real lightning arced through her, and manifested where she directed it. The thunder came, real thunder echoing down from the stormless skies. The third second, ripping through the decks of the ship and down through to the water, cutting down a score of slaves and soldiers aboard the trireme. Four seconds, the spread of destruction audible now and burning her hand at the fingertips. She stopped, holding her staff tight to maintain her levitation, and hearing more crackling thunder all around her, the flash still visible only as remnants in the eyes of those who had looked directly at it. With what Gwenne Lazlette had left, she focused on the falling charred corpse of the doppelganger, and hurled it with arcane force to the top deck of the smoldering Altestani vessel. Fading screams of many a terrified Altestani slave and noble alike echoed in her numbed hearing as she tried to remain conscious.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Shinayne yelled over the still fighting crew, “Cut us loose! Cut those remaining hooks, we make for Harlaheim!” Cheers and howls of injured and inspired men filled the decks of the Bronze Harpy. The men did as their captain ordered, quickly but not quietly, shouting cheers of victory as they dashed over the bodies of friend and foe on the deck soaked with blood.. The masts had no air as they lay on the deck of the enemy ship, and their remaining leaders had no way to steer the burning vessel as it glided in the sea undirected and terrorized by invoked arcane power.


  Her eyes closing, she fought to slowly fall onto the upper deck, her body numb, her ears echoing from the blasts of thunder. Young Lazlette breathed out a gasp, and inhaled deeply, levitating down to the top of the helm of the galleon. She stood next to the minotaur leaning on the rail and the elven swordswoman at the wheel.


  They all watched, the side of the Headhunter, decks collapsing on top of the one’s below it, men diving and screaming off of the slaveship. They passed the fissures of immense length burned and splintered through the wood, smoke rising from a courseless vessel with no mast, and no flags raised. They watched the ship fall behind in ruin as the Bronze Harpy passed her bow, veering toward Harlaheim, leaving their enemies to the sea. The crew pushed the remaining slaves into the Carisian Sea, all eyes then upon the waters to their south as the headhunter faded into the distance behind them, smoke rising miles in the air. Swords waved, cheers went up from the near fifty men that still stood alive. Even James saluted the helm and Azenairk bowed to the upper deck.


  Saberrak stood up next to Shinayne and Gwenneth, bowing slightly to the brave men of the Harpy, who threw hails and praise their direction, and then he watched the Altestani ship burn in the night sky. The minotaur bowed again, something new he had learned here on the surface, this time to his vanquished enemies.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  “You see, my young wizard, never doubt that which you cannot see.” Kalzarius watched as the lantern lights lit throughout the city at dusk, and waited for the Bronze Harpy to arrive at the docks.


  “I know what I saw master. I saw the incantation of the sky, a spell that I would not dare touch after forty years of study with you. How old is Gwenneth Lazlette?” Cilano was still staring, amazed at the distant ship that smoldered, having been destroyed by a girl he fathomed to be twenty years younger than himself.


  “Why? Age does not always determine your talents, you realize.” Kalzarius smiled.


  “Yes. But I was wondering if she wouldn’t make a better teacher.” Cilano laughed, followed shortly by his master and closest friend.


  



   


  Lavress I:VII 


  Temple of the Whitemoon, Caberra


  Green light, soft and warm, allowed the hunter to open his deep topaz eyes. His body felt no pain, only stiffness in his arms and legs, and that too, was fading with each moment he was awake. Lavender and sage filled the room made of twisting roots and vines of deep green. The light came from the tips of the roots and plants, small globes of pure fey magic that danced, but stayed still when one looked upon them. Rose petals, he smelled of rose petals, and could tell he had been well taken care of while he slept. Tears in his armor and hide clothing repaired, his weapons polished, his hair washed and braided, and his wounds from the swordfight with the Nadderi elf, Kendari, were healed with not so much as a scar to show.


  Lavress Tilaniun rose from the bed of leaves and silken cloth, a room of healing power inside the Temple of the Whitemoon. His steps silent, much like the temple itself. As he walked into the main room of the sacred chamber, several beings stood up from the stone steps and seats, many more floated or flew up from leaf sofas and perches on the trees that grew green underground and stretched into the earthen ceiling. Kilbura the sphinx, eyes staring at the wood elf of the Hedim Anah, sacred hunter of the temple, walked forward toward him. Pixies flitted, naked forest women his size walked from within the trees, small sprites sang a sad melody as he walked in, even a small trio of brown haired nixie boys with wooden sticks and a jar of ink stood up, a foot high was all, but stood up at his presence.


  “Kneel, Lavress Tilaniun of Gualidura, Hunter of the Hedim Anah, Defender of the Temple, and Bane to the Nadderi.” the great sphinx waited for the elven protector to kneel, then nodded to the nixies.


  Lavress felt his eyes tearing, knowing that despite his failures, he was receiving honors from the temple, and from all the fey present. His head lowered, wishing he could have saved the hiroon, wishing he had retrieved all four of the mystical elven tomes, and wishing Shinayne were here with him.


  One nixie flew, his translucent wings barely visible, and plucked a feather from the sphinx’s wing, dipped the tip into a jar of blue ink on one of the white stone pedestals. He then flew to Lavress, another tying it with braided hemp into his hair. “For your loyalty to protecting this temple, I honor you as a brother. If you should need my help for anything Lavress, I am in your debt.”


  The third nixie flew over, the other two passing him to reach another jar, and lifting it off of the stone. He dipped the stick, pointed and glowing, into the small jar of ink, and began to pluck it quickly under the skin of the wood elf’s forehead. The tattooing did not hurt, and he would not have moved nor blinked even if it had. “For your bravery, your courage, your fearless spirit, and undaunted prowess in the face of your enemies, we give you the first moon of the Mother Seirena. Wear it well my friend.” Kilbura let out a great sigh, one of tension more than relief. The fey cheered, music rang from harps and their voices, all looking at the round brown dot of a moon above his brow, matching the color of his other tattoos perfectly.


  Lavress smiled, drank the honey and rye wines he was offered, and found himself covered in the little spirits of the forests and sacred places. Something was not right, the sphinx had given it away already, but Lavress thought of what it could be. The Princess was not here, nor was Bedesh, and perhaps the canine guardian, Jevendial, and Kilbura were very close. The wood elf’s mind thought of many reasons for his sorrow, and decided to approach him. As he did, the music stopped, the songs lingered away, and the sphinx looked at them all. “Princess Finwel-Dur says it is time. Come Lavress, walk with me.”


  Confused, cup of wine in hand, Lavress walked alongside the great cat into the throne room and sacred and holy grounds of Seirena, the Goddess of the earth and fey. “My heart longs for your friend, great sphinx. The hiroon was a mighty warrior. I wish I could have gotten there in...…I am sorry.” the wood elf put his hand on the shoulder and wing of Kilbura, walking with him, offering support.


  The great guardian of the fey lowered his head, eyes closed while he walked beside the hunter. “I am sorry too, Lavress Tilaniun.”


  All was silent, the light shining white and blue in the throne room. The root statue of Seirena’ s face glowed with twinkling silvers and gold, like dust or mist that held something otherworldly and mystical. Lavress touched his forehead, his lips, and his chin to be thoughtful, silent, and proud in the presence of the Mother and her children. He looked to the right of the empty throne, and there was the Princess, her hands clasped over…


  Lavress dropped his cup, it shattered on the floor as he hit his knees, his hand still on the wing on the sphinx. Tears flowed from his choking face, his lips puckering, wanting to cry out, desperately wanting this not to be. “No, no, no,no, no. Not him.” all he could do was whisper through trembling lips as he crawled to the still body of Bedesh, his bow laid gently upon his chest. His brown fur perfectly groomed, white satin cloths wrapped in honor, covered with leaves. The satyr looked at peace, the princess running her fingers over his small horns, herself crying as well.


  “We waited until you awoke to say the prayers. He died before we could get to him, Lavress, and died bravely. He would want you to keep your bow, and I feel you should as well. You will remember him often as you carry it.” her words like soft music, her tears seemed to heal his heart rather than make it feel more pain.


  “Is there nothing you can do, granddaughter of Seirena? Nothing at all? He died saving me, were I to take his place…” Lavress touched his face, knowing that he could do nothing, she could do nothing, or she would have already.


  “It has been three days Lavress, it is not the will of the Mother, and there is always higher purpose after pain, always.” Finwel-Dur floated on her fey wings back to the throne, giving them time alone.


  Lavress took the bow, placing it on the ground, and placed his hand on his chest, his other on Bedesh’s. He asked for forgiveness, for safe passage, and for thanks to him. He sat for many long untold moments with his friend, the satyr.


  “I have spoken to him, and he said he will be seeing you soon. He enjoyed hunting with you, running with you, and hopes to do so again very soon. He sends his thanks for his rescue, and says he will find you.” her composure was delicate, her sparkling eyes under her crown of wood vine and jewels barely held back tears. “He will be honored as a guardian of the Whitemoon, and sang of as such in the prayers.”


  Lavress stood up, wiping his eyes, and looked down to the satyr. “Good bye, Bedesh of Haven Glen.” the hunter picked up the bow, and took his place next to the princess, as did the sphinx. He kept his chin up, his mind focused, and his mouth closed as he kneeled once again. The high priestess of the fey, the princess Finwel-Dur, placed her hand on Lavress’ shoulder, and on the wing of her priest Kilbura, and began to sing in her ancient tongue to all present. The words had meaning, deep and powerful prayers, ones that Lavress could not understand, but felt nonetheless. Slowly, the leaves lowered, the earth rose, the grasses in the temple floor grew, and Bedesh was with the earth, the fey, and nature. He was taken by the Goddess in peace, love, and honor.


  Lavress wept. His mind wandered in sorrow, for Shinayne, for his mission to come, for the satyr that had died so honorably to help someone he barely knew. The hunter felt it all, and kept it all inside, save for a few tears that escaped. It had been over a century since the hunter had felt such great sorrow, and he hoped to meet Kendari again to finish what they had started.


  



   


  Exodus I:XIV 


  Docks of Harlaheim


  James watched Shinayne gave a sword salute to Captain Eoan Henterson of Silverbridge, handing him the captain’s cutlass, and the old flag of Chazzrynn, neatly folded. Most of the crew was in rough formation on the docks, inspired, sad, but victorious and hopeful with the new captain from their own ranks. The Chazzrynn man had been there the longest, fought bravely beside Sir James they said, and seemed to have the approval of the crew. Most importantly, the men wanted Lady T’Sarrin to stay aboard as captain, but since she declined, they wanted her approval on who would take her place as captain of the Bronze Harpy. Though only captain for three days, the crew felt she had fought, sailed, and led them better than any captain could have through the impossible. The men shook hands, said their thanks to Sir James, the minotaur, and the dwarven priest that had somehow healed them during the siege. The sailors had some repairs to see to and much cargo to trade and sell, but for now, they wished to be near their champions. They broke out the wine and whiskey, and the tales began that night, recounting the entire journey from Valhirst to Harlaheim. Forty eight had died in battle, quite a tale for the seas. Forty eight that fought against over three hundred and would be hailed in death victorious.


  “That ship will be famous for decades now, quite a feat young Lazlette.” Cilano bowed and greeted the woman he had known as the girl at the Lazlette Semanarium Arcanum in Vallakazz. Many years had passed since the man had studied there, and he thought often of the four towers over the lake.


  Gwenneth passed by the man who was obviously an aged student, giving barely a nod of greeting, walking quickly to meet the man she admired most in all the world. She cared little for the crew of the merchant ship, though they all wished to give her thanks. The men were still in awe, hours later, at her dazzling display of magic and power, but she had little to talk about with sailors. She cared not for fancy traditions or ceremonies, less fancy or traditional in this case. She was simply glad to be here, and to be off of the galleon. She straightened up, walking with her staff proudly, and trying to remain composed at the sight of her favorite teacher from so many years ago.


  “Gwenneth? My how you have grown my dear, you are surely your mother’s daughter.” Kalzarius hugged the girl, kissing her forehead, though she was as tall as he now, and it was not much a stretch down for the old man anymore.


  “Kalzarius, you look exactly how I remember you. Why all the men?” Gwenneth looked about, noticing well over fifty armed wizards and guards, not to mention the thousands that had gathered as the battle of the ships had been taking place near the city.


  “We will have time to talk of that when we are in safety. Please get your companions. They are at risk even now, even here.” the old wizard started to walk back north to the tower. His legs sore from the walk down and from old age.


  “I will fetch the others, if you wish it my lady.” Cilano bowed, received the noble wave of a hand, and went to retrieve her comrades at the dock. He had heard that young Lazlette was cold, having grown up in such wealth of knowledge and privilege. Now he saw the truth to it.


  “Tell me what possible troubles we could have here, in your care, great wizard?” Gwenneth bowed playfully, letting the little girl out for but a moment, then regaining her strict self. Her eyes fell upon the black and white marble tower, taller than any she had ever seen, and had dreamt of seeing again since she was a child. The walk may take time, but her eyes stayed fixed on the place she called home for many years of study in her youth. There were not enough hours to stare at its majesty, even at night.


  “With all fairness, this concerns all of you. Let me explain it once, when your allies catch up. You do have the scroll, of course?” the old man leaned heavier on his staff than she remembered, and spoke softer as well.


  “Of course, Saberrak the gray carries it, the minotaur. He is the only one that cannot read, yet he found it and is quite protective of it.” Gwenneth pointed back at the horned warrior, now that they were approaching. For a moment, she had forgotten about the stone scroll of Annar, elated to see the old master of wizardry.


  “A minotaur? You have a minotaur in possession of one of the most sought after relics in the last millenium? Sometimes I wonder, Gwenne. All power and little common sense. Speaking of which, I was meaning to…”


  “Please do not tell my mother about the incantation, Kalzarius. You know I will never hear the end of it, and it will not stop me in my studies either way.” she pleaded, rebelliously, but demanded his secrecy.


  “You should not be studying and practicing such powers for another three decades, and your mother’s tomes should be better locked up. Buying off that damned vulture, weren’t you?” he scolded her, but inside he was proud to have had a hand in teaching such a prodigy.


  “Every wizard has a weak point, my mother’s is Hithins. The bird loves to be flattered and embroiled in something rewarding and dangerous. Her pet, not mine.” the prodigal wizard shrugged and chuckled, feeling no remorse for furthering her mastery of the arcane via any route necessary. “Besides, you taught me to exploit any weakness, Kalzarius.”


  “Not against your own family, my dear. Do not credit me for that. I have respect and care for your mother, and almost fifty years of history as well. Did you know that I taught her, uhh hem, yes, her very first…..”


  “Very first arcane aura, seventh sense, I know. I have heard this from her and you many times.” Gwenneth heard the others, Azenairk in his plate armor, and the heavy footsteps of Saberrak more than anything.


  The cloaked bodyguards and robed wizards of Kalzarius moved with them, archers stepped through shadow and rooftop, protecting the famed wizard and his friends from above. They neared the grand tower, smooth, awe inspiring, lit with magical light from the portcullis in the outer wall, from sconces that floated, orbiting the structure by the dozens with flames that never died. The night was dark, cloud covered dark, and the surrounding tall buildings and castles of the city were imposing compared to the open cities of Chazzrynn. With talk between themselves, and a following of hundreds trying to get a look at those that had sunk an Altestani warship outside their city, the entourage passed the guarded walls of Kalzarius’ home, and entered. Safe at last, finally.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The great hall past the foyer held paintings of immense size, candles and lanterns of false arcane light, and a table of white wood that could seat twenty men easily. The ceilings were vaulted and rose three men high, the floors and walls of polished marble like the outside. They stood in awe of such magnificent finery and architecture, all save Gwenneth who had been here and was accustomed. The doors of enchanted wood shut on their own.


  “Greetings friends. I am Kalzarius, and welcome to my home. I am sure you are tired, injured, sore, and in need of rest soon. However, there are a few things we need to discuss.” the old gray bearded wizard stood at the head of the table, Cilano the tall apprentice stood next to him, listening intently. “Before that, I would much like to meet each of you, as you have delivered Gwenneth and yourselves through much adversity I understand. I hope to hear all about your journey in the days and weeks to come.” his hand, adorned with several gold rings, pointed to the elven woman he knew to be royalty.


  Shinayne bowed, “Thank you for your hospitality Kalzarius of Harlaheim. It is an honor. I am Lady Shinayne T’Sarrin of Kilikala. This is Azenairk Thalanaxe, devout priest and friend from Boraduum.” her hand motioning to her friends, still looking around the fascinating tower. “This is Saberrak the gray, our fiercest, and largest, warrior. And Sir James Andellis of Chazzrynn, trusted ally and champion of the blade. You already know Gwenneth Lazlette, so again, our thanks for your protection and grace, my lord.” she bowed again, still aching from the scimitar cut on her side.


  “And I am Cilano of Shanador, keeper of the tower. Which means if you need anything, ask me, for I have to get it for you.” the blonde haired man laughed, raising some from the room as well at his position and title.


  “May I see the scroll you carry, great minotaur?” Kalzarius cut right to business, putting Saberrak on the spot of attention.


  The horned one walked up to the center of the table and placed the stone scroll heavily on the wood. He backed up a step, staying close, allowing the old man to come to him to see it. He did not trust anyone he did not know, trusted little where this relic was concerned, and had few friends. He even kept one hand on the hilt of the shamshir, resting of course. Saberrak stared at the wizard, watching for any motions of gestures of magic or tricks.


  “I will not steal from you, minotaur. Relax, I am a friend, I assure you.” Kalzarius had read his aura and thoughts easily, but had not expected what spirit he saw and heard from within the scroll. He picked it up, heavy as it was, gray stone, engraved with ancient writings and holding much power and history on strange parchment. He placed it back down, then decided to hand it to the minotaur. He sat down at the table, resting his tired form, and took a deep breath.


  “I will try and discern this for you, but it cannot stay here after that. It is too sought after, and it will not be safe.” he lowered his eyes, knowing it was not what any of them wished to hear at this place in time.


  “How is it not safe here, Kalzarius? Nothing could possibly get inside this tower, not even an army.” Gwenneth protested.


  “Very true, very true. However, you have the deadliest agents of the White Spider looking for it, and their presence here in Harlaheim is great. They will not stop searching for something so valuable, I assure you. The church of Alden, despite their benevolence, will circle you and wish to lay claim to such a relic with religious connotation to it. Not assassins mind you, but they will believe and already do, that it is rightfully theirs. I cannot keep them at bay easily.”


  “Then, great wizard, what is the real issue? If it remains here safely, and never left…” James asked respectfully.


  “The issue is power and finances. Did you notice the lack of a single navy vessel out in the bay? Your white flag ignored? The fact that not one lord or knight errant has sought you out yet after what happened at sea?” Kalzarius took a louder more serious tone now, demanding full attention.


  “Why is that, old man?” Saberrak spoke up, matching the serious tone with his own.


  “Between the church, the White Spider, and the nobles, there is a struggle of power over who will attain this scroll. The King of Harlaheim has been paid off along with several of his lords. The Queen of Caberra has men here already, and rest assured that Shalokahn and Shanador have heard by now. There is not a king nor bishop on the continent that would let this pass them by, nor will they with the Cardinal out of the kingdom.” the old wizard rested, his breath tired.


  “Our king did.” James spoke up, looking at the golden griffon pommeled blade at his side, remembering his home so far from here.


  “Very well, one good king out of the whole of a continent, that will not protect you here Sir James. I can keep you safe, but you are already famous, as of a few hours ago. By tomorrow, the tale of what you survived at sea, your victory over that warship will be growing through the kingdom, and you will be impossible to hide. You will be safe, but for how long will you be forced to live here? I can withhold siege for six years in this tower, I have done it before. But that is no way to live, I can attest to that.” Kalzarius motioned for Cilano to leave.


  “What do you suggest, wise Kalzarius?” Zen spoke up, not liking where this was going after such a victorious day.


  “Let me study it, unravel it, and tell you all I can, with Gwenneth’s assistance. It will take many days, perhaps weeks or months, but I will decipher all I can for you. In the meantime, you need to lay low here, and in the city. Your crew will speak much of this in the taverns and docks, and your enemies will know of you before you know of them. I have some duties, should you care to be of assistance while you stay.” the old man snapped his fingers, servants emerging with food from land and sea, ripe fruits, and wine quickly placed at the table. Enough for twice as many that were present.


  “What, duties, did you have in mind old one?” Saberrak snorted at the thought of helping around some strange wizard’s tower, let alone staying for weeks inside.


  “First off, we need to patrol, especially at night. The arrival of emissaries and petitioners, as well as dangerous agents of the underworld and throne rooms alike will be skulking. We will need to be aware, and I will be busy. You will have the assistance of my men, well trained soldiers and archers.” the old man pointed to some of the men by the two stone doors at the entrance. They stood motionless, armored with chain and plate, halberds and crossbows, cloaked in gray.


  “I would be more than willing to scout the area and protect us, a little danger keeps me on my toes. I could use a partner though. How about it, Saberrak?” Shinayne was eager to see the city, and enjoyed the excitement. She knew the minotaur would be miserable here inside, and having the horned gladiator with her in a fight had proven more than beneficial so far.


  “Done.” Saberrak knew the elf would get herself outnumbered as usual, and someone would have to save her pointy ears from an untimely death. He agreed, not wanting to let this scroll he was given leave his sight, but wanting less to sit in a room here and watch boring wizard routines and chatter.


  “Excellent. I also have need for some diplomatic work. The Knights of Harlaheim have split loyalties between their lords, the young king, and their honor and titles. The Order of Saint Tarumin is likely to help keep the nobility at bay, if they believe our cause is pure and unselfish. That Order of Knights has the strongest and most honorable man the realm, and we could use his allegiance at this point. I need someone to make contact with Savanno Lisario, the Lord Knight Errant. He spends many days at the Cathedral of the Risen Saint, at the northern end of the city.” Kalzarius sipped some wine, making sure the servant girls passed it around and offered it to his guests.


  “I can speak to any man of God, about God, of any religion, at any temple. I have only met one knight, though. Sir James?” Zen nudged the veteran soldier, who was obviously not paying attention to anything but his own thoughts at that moment.


  “Yes, it would be an honor to meet the famed Order of Saint Tarumin and gain any assistance we can from them. I will see to it.” James bowed, giving the dwarf a nudge in return, his nose smelling the wine, hearing it being poured and passed.


  “Rest now then, tomorrow Gwenneth and I will begin deciphering your artifact. And welcome, once again.” Kalzarius rested in the chair, hearing stories of danger and bloodshed, his ears listening, but his mind elsewhere, sensing outside the tower constantly. Something was there already, something powerful.


  “One last thing. After it is done, you will need to take it to Ansharr, an old friend who lives above a sacred, but hidden temple to the north and east. The scroll will be safe there for all time.”


  “And who is this, Ansharr then, is he another wizard like yourself?” Saberrak huffed at the overconfidence of Kalzarius and his sure words of something being safe for all time.


  “No, Saberrak, he is a she. And she is almost two thousand years old, Ansharr is a dragon.” Kalzarius sipped some wine, watching the gray minotaur go just a little pale.
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  James stood by the window, watching the others. He steered clear of the wine, refusing it may times already. He noticed Azenairk fiddling with a small iron box from his pouch, opening it and staring many times. He seemed to be praying or speaking to it, somber and quiet, something that must hold sentimental value by the look on his face. Servant girls mused about, passed foods, the room was busy.


  The knight witnessed Gwenneth tell stories of arcane powers and spells to her former teacher, the two of them like relatives more than friends. She seemed proud and happy in his presence, inspired to be getting attention from someone who had great understanding of her craft. She showed him her black crystal wand, and he took a strong discussion, obviously proud of her accomplishments. Cilano piped in from time to time, curious at her powers and at chipping through her ice.


  James sat in a chair now, the minutes turning to hours. Gazing upon the beautiful elven swordswoman and the gray minotaur deep in conversation. They sharpened edges of their blades, tightened belts, and compared scars. Many guards stopped by their end of the table, and they spoke at length about strategy and the city they were to be scouting, he assumed.


  James Andellis did not listen in, just observed, his mind elsewhere. He looked at his blue sash, and his golden medal, then drew the griffon pommeled broadsword of the late Arlinne T’Vellon. The knight thought of home, of Southwind Keep and the west. He tried to chuckle at the fact he had discovered he owned a tombstone in a cemetery, yet still lived. James admired the flawless edge of the blade, though he still did not feel he deserved to carry it. The years his mind had lost, the wasted time, the blood he had spilled, the pain he kept with him, all marked on the back of a shield to remind him. A shield he had lost to the sea today, a reminder he no longer carried. He breathed deep, saying a small prayer in his mind, thanking Alden for his mercy and journeys, and the one about to start. He looked out the stained glass, a figure walking past the portcullis outside had been staring. The glowing eyes, dark in the shadows besides, James looked back. Frozen, he could not speak, only watch as the man he knew to be Annar, walked into the streets of Harlaheim. The knight blinked, the man, the God, was gone. He had no words, a feeling of peace flourished again in his chest and mind. He smiled, looked to the scroll, and smiled.


  Again, a young servant girl bowed before him with a carafe of wine on a tray with glasses. “Wine for you, my lord knight?” her voice sweet, her eyes down at him and smiling through brown curls. He could smell the rich red Caberran vintage in the air, tempting him to take but a sip, just to explore its depths and quality.


  Words came out, words not from himself, but from somewhere else that James had not thought to say.


  “No wine for me, thank you. Not tonight.”
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  Epilogue 


  Tower of Salah Cam, Sullan Swamps


  Smoldering torchlight filled the cramped and cluttered room of the decaying stone keep. The cold breeze of the swamp wafted odors and aromas through the rotted windows. Rats scurried, bats and midnight sparrows passed back and forth in the chamber of books and bottles thrown about. Smoke rose from the glass decanter on a wooden table etched with runes of the dark arcane, and adorned with designs of demonic figures holding skulls. After a moment of inspection, the small creatures passing through left by the fastest means available. They seemed driven out by something unnatural, evil, and darker than they cared to inspect further.


  “That be’ith right little rodents, this is certainly no place for the faint of heart, not now.” Salah-Cam waved his swollen jointed bony finger at the rats as they ran. His hole ridden black robes flowed with the breeze, hands paging through forbidden tomes he had gathered over many decades. The knowledges he had were stained with the blood and lives of countless souls. Some he had murdered of his own, but most he had mercenaries and thieves do the deeds for him. Book after book, tome after lost tome, and scrolls by the dozens, Salah-cam had collected all he needed to know to perform the darkest ritual, one that would let him exist forever like the black archmages of ancient times.


  He itched his rusting runed skullcap, not that it could itch, but the habit and nervousness of being so close to finishing his mortal life’s work had his insanity brimming more than was usual. The old sorcerer looked to his potions laid out around the smoking decanter filled with black liquid. “Rejuvenating, yes. Healing of the flesh, just in case, yes. Mindsleep if the brain burns, yes, yes. And the potion of helixian dispel, should this go very, very poorly. Yes, all there.” he had reread the passages, taken stock, and made every preparation possible over the last week of incantations and rituals. His flesh was carved with symbols and designs of the arcane and unholy rites of infernal power and death. His skin could barely pump blood without pain. He had wished for the tomes, for any serets they could add. The scroll of a long lost God may have helped, but he would find it soon enough and harness its powers. He was confident to begin his soon to be new life of immortality without such treasures.


  His old face looked back at him in the mirror across the room, “Won’t be seeing you again!” The crazy renegade wizard laughed maniacally at himself, knowing that he would be younger, stronger, and different when the ritual was complete. Fear still held him, having also read plenty of histories he had stolen about wizards suffering terrible consequences for an improper ritual of this sort. Of course, anyone finding out what they intended to do usually resulted in them being hunted and killed for such atrocities. Most kingdoms and wizard organizations, let alone almost every religion, did not tolerate much of a few hundred sacrifices or invoking arcane energies of the hells and dead in order to give someone immortality. Salah-Cam had laughed to tears after reading the failed attempts of others in the stolen ledgers, mostly of what had been done to them leading up to execution. He put those thoughts aside, and lifted the decanter.


  “Fiazhul, ferrosse, geth du dalthim oor em fiazhul!” the wretched wizard chanted the words of long lost and an otherworldly dead tongue. He sensed the smell of troll blood, but continued. He had ordered his trolls that remained here to stay below, no matter the reason, and not to disturb him in the crumbling tower this night. Salah-Cam, hearing nothing, assumed his senses were simply enhancing with the ritual, perhaps smelling further away than humanly possible already.


  The words finished, having invoked their power seven times over, the wicked sorcerer lifted the decanter, heavy with swirling shadow and the blackened souls of hundreds, aged for years into a deadly dark liquid. To his lips it went, the liquid burned yet tingled, smelling and tasting of the foulest rot and sweetest wine all at once. His eyes darted upward, seeing something in the mirror move, and then the decanter fell from his hands, the remaining half of the liquid splattering with the shattered glass all over the table.


  Salah-Cam felt the burn and saw the end of a smoldering longsword under his chin, protruding from his chest. He yelled dire, a scream of terror the whole of the swamp could have heard. He stepped forward as the blade withdrew, feeling his heart unbeating already, but not wishing to remain impaled. His left hand burned with arcane energy, then was gone at the elbow, cut off from another weapon. The pain almost nonexistent, yet his arcane powers fizzled to the ground with the severed arm. His other arm flashed with a glow of protection, beginning to bring a spell to bear. It too, chopped off from a hot cut of a longblade. Another slash of steel sliced through the back of his thighs to the bone, dropping the wizard to his knees and then the ground. He feigned more pain than he truly felt, knowing the elixir had started.


  Kendari looked down at his former employer, and the mess of blood, smoke, and arms that lay about. He glared, green eyes staring down, full of hate and revenge. His clothing and armor torn and full of claw marks, covered and smelling of green-black troll blood, the Nadderi elf sheathed his off hand weapon. His face and forearms scratched and scabbed over, the cursed swordsman looked around the room and at the table.


  “You should be dead! How is this possible?! “Salah-Cam squirmed, helpless and bleeding from cuts and severed limbs.


  Kendari looked at one of the potion vials and picked it up. “Healing of the flesh? Bet you would like this one right now.” the elf drank it, and watched as his wounds healed somewhat, scabs turning to faint scars. His body still exhausted and stiff from fighting and travel.


  “Don’t! I need those! Trolls! Help me! They will kill you, slowly I hope.” more twisting, attempting to use the table to stand, and falling back to the floor and his own pooling blood.


  “Already dead, all of them. Yes, the ones downstairs as well. Hmmm, it says Rejuvenation? You could use some rejuvenating it looks like. Let me test it for you.” the elf drank another vial, feeling like he had rested for a week as it went down, just that fast. “Mmmmmm. That was delicious.” he cut across the table with Shiver, breaking everything else that remained in one swing of his blade.


  “My arcane powers will see you destroyed, over and over, until you beg for mercy Kendari! Mark my words bastard.” he spit at the cursed assassin, twice, and tried to stand again, falling again.


  “I seem to be difficult to kill, Salah, and you seem to have no arms. I wouldn’t place any coin on that bet, if I were you.” Kendari stood over the wizard that had betrayed him, unsmiling, unmerciful, uncaring.


  “The White Spider will find out, they will hunt you down! Nowhere you go will be safe, I will make sure of it. You days are over elf, still walking and breathing, but a corpse in waiting is all I see! You, my cursed assassin, are simply a dead man!” Salah felt the magic of the ritual doing something, he was not dying, but unable to get past his injuries, despite the fact the pain had been dulled greatly. “You have betrayed me, and my allies are now many! This night has sealed your fate, worse than your cursed face already has!”


  The heated blade in his hand cut across faster than the eye could have seen, being sheathed before the head hit the floor, skullcap clattering across the stone. Kendari of Stillwood turned his back, and slowly walked away.


  “Not even close.”
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