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  The Exodus Sagas


  II


  Of Dragons And Crowns


  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 mother, Cheryl


  You have forever been in my corner, whether I was right or wrong, good or bad, and not once have you failed to be my biggest fan. Thank you for all that you are, the beautiful and eternal queen of the elves.
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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. In the troubled kingdom of Harlaheim, old and decadent, grasping for strands of former glory, a gift is being read. The five bearers of the Scroll of Annar are in great danger.


  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 dragons and kings, wars and crowns, and far off places where it all began. The last stand of forgotten deities, lost kingdoms, and races destined for extinction has begun. He shall tell us, and his son, of the Exodus…


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Prologue


  Gillian, Shanador


  Allessandeir stumbled, his small legs still wobbly at times when he was tired. My young child had been running with the dogs and other stray farm animals all day, yet I was never more than arm’s reach away. His little white tunic was stained with grass and dirt, his sandals bearing the remnants of the weeds he had already conquered at a little over a year old. His blue eyes were puffy and red, far beyond the time for sleep as the daylight said its farewells and allowed the moons their glory for a time.


  I picked up my son, my pride and joy, swinging him through the air like a dragon on the hunt. Hearing the giggles and seeing the open mouthed smile upon his face as he swooshed, gave me untold joy. My boy held my arms, letting me know that he wished to remain airborne as long as possible. Again and again, he flew through the rising and falling sky inside our small castle home. Candlelight and torches threw orange illumination, as did the warm fireplace across the main room. “More, more dada!” he sqwawked out his giggling words of excitement.


  I, Lord Sodom Azarris, tired my son out over the next hour, and laid him in the crib. The maple bedding was getting too small for him now, I thought of building another. This time, perhaps, I would actually try and construct something by hand instead of using my gifts of the arcane. I had built most of this of mind and magic, the rest I had paid others to do. The castle, the tower, my stables and fences, the gate, the doors, even the furniture had been created or bought if it were not here when I first arrived. Actually, I had never built anything, cut wood, or created something that did not involve the infusements of the crafts I had been forbidden from using for many centuries. I laughed quietly, looking at the kitchen, for I realized I did not even know how to cook. “If it weren’t for servants, we would certainly starve Alessandeir.” Though sleeping sound, I knew my only true confidant was my boy. I could tell him anything, at anytime.


  My robes trailed behind me as I rubbed the rough beard grown this past winter, and walked to the open doors of the castle manor. I watched the rain pour down at the beginning of night, lightning flashing over the Shanador countryside. It illuminated the meadow to my left, and the statue that marked her grave. Deep breaths I take to keep from focusing on it, and breaking down again. It is a beautiful statue of eight feet on top of the same gray stone pedestal that I had planned to build something else. Her sickness had been rapid, and she kept it hidden. The pain inside of her at the thought of me knowing was greater than the actual pain itself. Gabrielle had died just over a year ago, of denfora, a sickness that she had caught in Gillian while visiting the markets. It had killed several hundred before the church of Alden sent word to the high priests, who later contained and cured it. My wife and mother to our child, was one of the first to be infected, months ahead of any chance of survival, especially since she had kept it secret.


  Had I told her of the people I know, my past, the great rulers and spiritual places, any of it, she may be alive tonight to share the rainstorm with us, and see our son grow. In my grief, I demolished the shrine to the Gods I had begun to build, and placed her grave on top of it, out of spite. The same flames of incineration, the same anger that knows no bounds, and the same power in my veins crushed the stone shrines to dust in moments. That same raw emotional and arcane power was used many times before to deal wickedness and revenge, and led to my curse of thousands of years. I hoped and expected the God of mercy to intervene, the God of magic to stop me, the Gods of strength or war to hear it, or maybe they all would see what they had done and change it. Nothing occurred, no signs, no visits, they leave me to mortality, alone, to raise a son. A false given surname to cloak my former identity, one that my late wife now bears in the epitaph upon her grave. Azarris, I thought, whose name was this before me that I know nothing of and pass to my feeble and fated attempts at a family? Divine intervention to disguise and hide, never to heal or help I brewed. I waited one moment more for a sign that the Gods were listening or seeing my pain, but stillness won out beyond sympathy.


  I paced back inside, the storm coming of no interest without someone to share it with. Sitting in the oak and leather chair, I mourned staring at my hand-and-a-half sword, ancient, engraved, and deeply enchanted over two thousand years ago. Its straight blade was still perfect, all the way down to the ramskull crosspiece. The curved black horns stretched out either direction on the guard, ruby eyes in the skull, and the grip and pommel resembled a leather wrapped vertebrae. It looked imposing, hanging above the mantle, and I had thought of using it, at least on a tree if not myself, to relieve some of the guilt and sorrow. I heard him cry out in the night, my boy deciding not to sleep again, the thunder rolling in the distance.


  I raised my exhausted and irritated son to my arms, his soft blonde hair wet from tears and sweat. I danced and hummed alone in the castle, taking Allessandeir by all the mirrors, tapestries, and pictures on the walls, soothing him back to calm. He touched all the tapestries of dragons, griffons, knights, and symbols of the great kingdoms. My boy grabbed at the faded blue tapestry, nearly pulling it from the gray stone wall. The decoration was of a griffon, rising up on its hind legs, wings spread out. “You like griffons do you? Or do you prefer dragons?”


  “Grfins dada.” his little voice muffled from laying his head on my shoulder.


  “Yes, griffons, I like them too. Should I tell you about them?” my voice cheering up, not that I was feeling good about much the last year, but I had to, for my son. He still did not understand, nor I truly, that his mother was gone, never to return. The nursemaids sufficed, yet I wondered. He had been playing outside more and more lately, I think he is searching for her at but a year old. I had not the answers for him, not yet.


  “Grfins dada.” my boy, sleep coming again to war with him, repeated himself in comfort of my embrace and voice, his blue eyes battling their own eyelids to stay open and stay awake.


  “I know a woman, an elf that is, that rides griffons. Did you know that?” receiving no response, I looked at his eyes, expecting them to be closed. They were not, for my boy had heard the word “story” again, and that meant hours of talking for me. I relinquished, feeling I could use someone to talk to at this moment anyway.


  “I told you of Lady Shinayne T’Sarrin, from Kilikala, remember? Of course you do, you are a genius like your father. She sailed as a captain in the elven navy, you already know that. But, did you know she was also the captain of the Kilikala Griffon Wing for a time?” I tried to recall where I had left off in the tales. Keeping thoughts of missing my wife away by escaping in tales to my son, the best defense I had found.


  “Ahhh, that we haven’t gotten to yet. Very well, let me tell you more of Shinayne then. Harlaheim was cold and wet from late winter rains. Enemies seemed to be all around, but not found. The shadows were deep and long from the high rooftops of the decadent city at night, and the docks were not any more welcoming. Several times Lady Shinayne, as she was known back then, had encountered those seeking the scroll of Annar and her friends. And several times she and the horned gladiator had taken them down in the mysterious streets of Harlaheim. The elven swordswoman was the deadliest blade in the city, some say the kingdom at that time. With the Cardinal away in Shanador, the kingdom was suffering under the rule of…oh I forget, there have been so many rulers in Harlaheim.” I looked to see the expected sleep had taken my boy away into dreams. As I gazed, his eyes opened and met mine with an eagerness at more of whatever I was planning to share.


  “Very well, young Alessandeir, a long night indeed we have ahead of us.” stumbling for my place in the story, or for a beginning to where I had left it previous, I sat in the oak and leather chair in front of the fire. The ruby eyes of the ornamental blade, my blade, stared as if wanting to hear as well. “Alas, she was remembering fonder times of the heart I believe on the night that it happened. You see my son, Shinayne was not always the bold leader that she is today. Deep in the forests of mystical Gualidura, having run away again...”


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Introduction


  Shinayne II:I


  Sesperian Forest, Gualidura 302 AD


  “To see fate unravel is a blessing of the heavens. To interpret what one sees and pass it on is a gift of the Gods. To truly understand the will behind what one sees and says, is divine serenity and a sacred service, which few in this world posess.”-Transcripts from an unmarked elven tomb outside of Haven Glen.


   


  “Your father, King Naladra, would be most displeased if he knew you were here Shinayne. More to my concern is his demeanor towards Gualidura should he assume my lack of action toward sending you home by the quickest route at my disposal and not properly reprimanding young Lavress here. Where is Nathaniel, your bodyguard?” Queen Ganidaea Chaldre walked slowly and gracefully as she spoke, admiring the spirit of the young displaced noble of Kilikala. She had little love for Naladra Hanaira, the King of Kilikala. The daughters of the T’Sarrins fared far better with the adopted mother, Queen Eoehrina, than the adopted father in her wise opinion. Still, her favored hunter, Lavress Tilaniun, could not be found smuggling highborne nobles from the elven homeland into her forest realm, not with the eyes and ears of the Hedim Anah secretely upon him. Rebellion and love, she thought, would be marked against him in the eyes of those that secretely protect the elven race. The shaman queen waited for the protests of young Shinayne.


  Shinayne bowed silently and perfectly, as her noble elven upbringing would demand in the presence of a queen. She noticed her lover do the same, and since the question was directed at her, Lavress was obviously waiting for her to speak for herself. “Queen Ganidaea of Gualidura, should it be your wish to side with a man who is not truly my father and see me sent off against the will of my beating heart?” her highborne elven dialect was more eloquent and soft than the wood elven tongue, yet the language was understood and recognized with ease by any of elven blood. Shinayne stared with her aquamarine eyes at the tribal and savage grace that the painted and tattooed monarch of Gualidura displayed. Her face was decorated with deep indigo and black markings of the fey and the shamanistic achievements with her people. The noble elf knew she was well over two centuries old, more than twice her own age. Yet her deep green eyes held a youth to them behind the feathered fetishes and markings of a much older elven queen.


  “Of course not young T’Sarrin, for I knew of your parents long before your current guardians took the throne of Kilikala, and I would never stand in the way of love. I am simply full of curiosity at your intentions in my realm. Are they of defiance to the ruling Hanaira’s or purely out of an unbridled love and commitment to my hunter, Lavress?” Ganidaea walked once more through the courtyard of the Sesperian Forest, her naked footsteps leaving no marks in the grass surrounded by red pines that stretched further up than elven eyes could see. Her braziers lit the beshadowed meeting place with fires of green and blue littered with smoke from the exotic incense burning within. The shaman queen absorbed the air of the forest, the fey aromas, the closeness to the Goddess Mother Seirena, and even soaked in the daytime shadows that the gargantuan and ancient trees blessed the grove with. She could sense things here, even from others far away, as she was centered along a deep root of her faith and power in the divine, the fey, and her arcane gifts as a result of whatever beautiful power emanated in this wooded abode. She watched the young noble from Kilikala plan her carfeful response.


  “If I may, your highness?” Lavress, feathers and hair tangled blonde down his shoulders, requested the privelage to speak from his queen.


  “You may not.” Ganidaea did not blink and kept her determined yet soft gaze on Shinayne T’Sarrin, wanting only for the young elven noble to speak her heart and mind.


  “Your majesty, I cannot answer your question clearly.” Shinayne blurted from tearing eyes and a trembling lip.


  “And why is that young lady of Kilikala?”


  “I love Lavress, he has given me a secret love for decades that I have kept from all, just as he has. Yet I fear you think me rebellious and young, therefore you may argue any response as your age and wisdom is far beyond mine.”


  “I assure you, young highborne, that I will hear you out. To the mortal world of men and others, love is but a thing. I understand its power, as does our race as a whole. I am indeed concerned for your future and that of Lavress. Fear not Shinayne, I will listen without passing judgement.” her pointed ears perked at the sound of relief in the breaths of both the savage hunter of her realm and the elven girl that was at one time set toward the throne of Kilikala.


  “My adopted family has stolen my throne, set regulation that I do not care to abide, and they have not my love or heart. So I stand to fight, to rebel, to feel love and be loved. I have learned the way of an elven man’s swords, flown as captain of the griffon wing army, and crossed any boundary of earth, water, or air to be alongside Lavress Tilaniun. With, or without your approval your majesty, or the approval of the king and queen of Kilikala, I stand in love with him. I mean no disrespect, yet I will not follow those that seek to control passion and root it out like a cancer. I will follow my love, my heart, and will cross word or blade with any who would try and sever what he and I share.” Shinayne was trembling, had not realized that she had walked three paces closer to the queen of the wood elves. Her passion was an angry yet determined force that she had just orally unleashed in the sacred grove of Gualidura.


  “Well spoken and powerful young highborne. Your golden skin and hair seem to come alive when you speak those words of passion and defiance. However, does Lavress feel the same? Or do you fight a one sided rebellion of the heart?” Queen Ganidaea concentrated on the grass and roots beneath her feet, felt the arcane and fey energies listen to her subconscious whims, and a slow forming throne rose from below, glowed and grew green and lush with red-brown vines and bark, then sparkled into existence in the low lit grove. The wood elf queen sat gracefully, now eyeing young Lavress with her green glare of majesty and wisdom.


  “My queen, Shinayne and I share something that is beyond words, in any language. And as for her bodyguard and escort, well, they will be catching up soon I would imagine.” Lavress bowed to his queen. He knew that it was wrong to bring Shinayne here without prior permission, and he was well aware that he had been mentioned at the Temple of the Whitemoon in recent meetings with the elders. Yet stopping Shinayne from anything was like trying to stop the blood in his veins from flowing altogether. He would face any punishment or ridicule that was deemed he be awarded for following his heart.


  Ganidaea turned to look past them both, deeper into the mysterious canopy that protected Gualidura from the rest of Agara. The shaman queen knew she had hundreds this moment throughout the trees and dark abodes of the last elven kingdom on the continent. Concentrating for but a moment, she sensed the heartbeats of those around her, and four griffons with but three riders in tow. “Your highborne escorts are here now, sooner than you had predicted, and they mean to take you home Shinayne, alone.”


  “How do you…”


  “I sensed them, three to be exact. Nathaniel Hanaira, Eliah Shendrynn, and Tarakis Hanaira, this must be quite serious indeed for Kilikala in sending such a noble entourage. They are here now, at the edge of the grove with my hunters, being escorted as we speak. Should I hide you?” Ganidaea grinned as she waved one finger to the trees to let her innumerable guards know that they were safe to allow.


  “No great queen, I will speak to them and have them send word home that I will not be returning.” Shinayne turned with her hands on the grips of her matching elven blades and marched to the north of the grove to speak with her adopted noble family. She paused and turned to hear the wise words of the queen once more.


  “Shinayne, one day you will have to lead instead of follow. One day, those closest to you will rely on you for survival and whether alone or no, you will have to lead them. I pray you learn this soon.”


  Shinayne nodded, bowed, and turned away from her and Lavress to meet the griffon riding nobility from Kilikala that had been undoubtedly sent to bring her home.


  Heavy breathing, deep and feral like the outer forests, approached Ganidaea from behind her magical throne. She knew that it must be Mirash, the great sphinx of the Order of the Whitemoon, for she had expected him hours earlier. The pawed steps barely made the slightest whisper, yet Lavress looked at the same moment as his queen and bowed to the elder being of the fey guardians that remained on this world.


  “You are late, my old friend.” Ganidaea smiled as she stood, bowed, and then reached out a hand to the ancient maned face of Mirash, his lion sized body and white feathered wings majestic and peaceful as always. His features, human in look besides the feline eyes, smiled at her touch.


  “We have been followed, Queen Chaldre of Gualidura, and attacked. The elves of Shalokahn seem to hinder our efforts at preservation more and more each decade. We must hurry this along I am afraid.” Mirash stared at the now bowing Lavress Tilaniun he had heard so much of lately, and then his blue eyes above his prominent aging nose squinted toward the northern edge of the grove. “Smells of treachery there, the one with arcane glyphs to mask his thoughts, the one in the middle, be wary of him Ganidaea. Who are they?”


  “Escorts for young Shinayne T’Sarrin of Kilikala my firend, not to worry.” a two-tailed watch owl screeched out a raspy howl as it glided from nowhere in the grove and landed on the shoulder of the wood elven queen. “What do you sense…”


  “What is all of this my queen? Forgive my interruption, but who is…”


  “I am Mirash, young Lavress, and I am the eldest priest of the Order of the Whitemoon and guardian of the western temples. You will be coming with me now to train in the sacred and secret order of the Hedim Anah. Seirena has blessed you with gifts and talents that are undeniable, and they must be used to keep the remaining temples of the Goddess safe, and her granddaughters, the fey council.” the sphinx growled low so that keen elven ears of the highbornes ahead would not hear.


  “But Shinayne is going to stay and…”


  “And cannot go where I will be taking you Lavress. You must have the deepest concentration and focus to face the enemies of the fey realms and elven ways. The Hedim Anah will not allow an outsider in, and your love for that girl will not be an easy distraction to overcome. I am sure that your queen will arrange for some annual meeting here in secret if you wish.” more of an order than a suggestion, Mirash looked to Ganidaea.


  “Of course sacred one, I will ensure it will happen at the start of this day every year. It will be done.” Ganidaea sighed deep and placed her hand on the tan and marked cheek of Lavress Tilaniun. “You do your people and family proud Lavress, not for centuries has a wood elf from Gualidura caught the eyes of the Hedim Anah. I know not where you go, or what dangers you will face, but you have my love and the love of the people. Your brother Caliun will be trained to take your place as ambassador to Kilikala. Seirena be blessed in your every breath. Go now, and say good bye to Shinayne.”


  “You knew this was going to happen my queen?” Lavress respectfully acknowledged as much as queried.


  “Yes Lavress, but I had no idea you would be bringing your young beloved with you when you returned. Now go to her, for it will be a long year apart for you both.” Ganidaea touched her heart, her chin, then her forehead with the sacred sign of the Goddess of the fey and earth.


  “Yes your majesty.” Lavress bowed quickly and without hesitation, did as he was asked. He knew that this honor was more than any of his race could ask for, and denying it would mean a shame of centuries upon him, his family, and Gualidura itself. Once a year, he thought, I will make it far more often than that. His mind went to the young noble who had his heart and how she would tear inside at this latest obstacle in their journey.


  The golden haired nobility of Kilikala passed by Lavress without as much as a recognizing glance to the woodland hunter they knew. As a sign of respect, they left Lady Shinayne and her lover some time alone before they returned her to their homeland across the ocean. As a sign of respect, they approached the shaman queen of Gualidura and all three took knee before her. The two-tailed owl turned to its master, then to the great sphinx next to the queen, then to the three elven men once again.


  “Rise Lord Tarakis, Lord Eliah, and dear Nathaniel. This is quite an akward meeting to say the least, would you not agree?” Ganidaea had a playful tone to her voice, yet her features were stern beyond dispute. The wise words of a sphinx were never incorrect, nor to be taken lightly, as the queen eyed the wizard, Eliah Shendrynn, closely.


  “I would agree your majesty.” Nathaniel, bodyguard to the T’Sarrin sisters in Kilikala, spoke gently and with great sincerity as if he himself had done some misstep instead of Shinayne.


  “Lavress has been chosen by the Hedim Anah, as I am sure you are well aware, so this will now be more awkward. I have three requests of you, and I expect them honored.” Ganidaea eyed the three of them and forced a smile in lieu of her driving suspicion of the blonde braided wizard and swordsman that stood in the middle of the three highbornes.


  “We shall, your highness.” Tarakis, older, wiser, full of small decorative scars behind his tight and focused gaze, spoke with a military devotion. His chain armor and plates were in perfect order along with his matching high elven blades, shining with polish even in the cover of the Sesperian Grove.


  “I demand that Lady Shinayne be allowed to visit this time every year for a month. I enjoy her company and spirit, make it so. Her sisters, Lael and Samia, may accompany.”


  “Obliged your majesty, but she will have to be escorted with further protection indeed.” Eliah retorted with a smirk of superiority and arrogance to the queen dressed in fine animal skins and fetishes. His glare showed a wickedness behind it at the inferior noble of savage making demands upon highborne lords.


  Without giving it thought nor care, she continued. “Second, I wish that no punishment be issued to her for following her heart as Siril, God of the elves, commands. It is enough she has lost a future kingdom and her parents. This loss of the heart, perhaps for but a few decades, will be more painful than anything King Naladra could deal. Are we understood?”


  “I will have his ear my Lady, I will explain the situation and your wishes, fear not.” Nathaniel bowed once more at her respectable demand.


  “Third. Shinayne has much passion in her. I wish to see her trained by the finest swordmaster of elven blood. Tarakis, whether the king will know of this or not, you will train her in the ancient styles of the blade. I fear for her safety in the years to come. Lavress has shown her much, but an expert like yourself could perfect her without the interruptions of love. Shinayne will one day lead, I have foreseen it. Yet her will be the way of leading with the heart and bonds of strong friendships, I do not wish to see her become a despondant leader like her adopted father. Do these for me, and I will consider our issues of kingdoms, and this little disruption, forgotten.” Ganidaea told half truths now, as she was allowed. She knew that this would keep Shinayne occupied in the long years to come without seeing much of her lover. It would also secretly spread in rumor of her skills, and that alone could ward off many an enemy to the remaining T’Sarrin family that she had much fondness of to this day.


  “That is a difficult request your highness…”


  “And, may I say, stepping a bit out of line to make such a demand of conflict from the kings own brother.” Eliah interrupted.


  “Brother by marriage, not by blood. Tarakis, does a queen have your word, or your weakness?” Ganidaea stared at Eliah with a foul glare as her eyes lit with arcane malevolence for him daring to mention her lines of boundary as his black heart of greed planned its schemes in secret.


  “You, you have my word Queen Ganidaea. It will be done.” Tarakis looked from his bowed head at Nathaniel, then to Eliah, knowing it was a promise that would earn him much disfavor at home.


  “Then we all agree, I am pleased. Now let us give these two another few moments of privacy before they are separated. Mirash, please be safe in your journey. I have heard rumor that highborne elves may be allied with the ilk of elves from Shalokahn. I pray you are not followed again in your travels around my lands. May the Goddess Seirena bless us all.” the queen bowed as her flaring eyes of red magicks and green glares focused on Eliah. The bows, but not the gaze, was returned by all.


  “I shall retire, but first my pet, send me Caliun Tilaniun, the younger brother of Lavress, for we have much to discuss.” at her whim, the majestic and rare two-tailed white owl, Chemidhe, flew through the shades and shadows of the sacred grove to find the brother of Lavress.


  The elven nobility from Kilikala stared at great distance, as did the sphinx and the Queen of Gualidura, at the two lovers holding each other close. Many moments, tears upon desperate tears, and a barrage of soft lips and softer words were exchanged in the twilight mists of the veiled forest. Shinayne and Lavress could not imagine the pain of being apart, and held together even tighter with each thought of the thought that this was truly happening. No one but them knew the words and feelings that were being exchanged in a sad struggle of majestic love. No one dared move first and be the one to disrespect what was being torn apart from them both at this very place in time.


  “I will always sense you Shinayne, your every breath, no matter…”


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Shinayne II:II


  City of Harlaheim 345 AD forty three years later


  “The sword is but an extension of oneself, a part of the body that helps it survive when used properly, hurts the body when it is not, and if severed or lost, the body will certainly perish.”-From the teachings of Tarakis Hanaira, weapon master of Kilikala, describing the philosophies of properly disarming an opponent.


   


  “…how far away you may be from me.” Those words trailed off from somewhere across her mind, as if permanently spoken by her lover when she thought of him.


  Shinayne T’Sarrin wiped the rain from her cheek slowly, her eyes and focus coming back from the nighttime daydreams of Lavress Tilaniun. His embrace, his kiss, the long words, even the unspoken ones haunted her spirit with longing and loneliness. Her breath let out without noise, her hands gripped her blades tight, and the canopy of stone still had her hidden from any but the most keen of predators. “Where are they?” the elven noble whispered to herself as her gaze inched across the outstretched city before her eyes.


  Stone shingles dripped the rain that had poured half of the forty days she had been in Harlaheim. Breezes of warmer air from across the Agarian mainland kept the snow at bay in late winter, but the dampness of the city could not be ignored. Clouds hid Gimmor and Carice, the green and white moons, allowing only the hint of a shimmer that they were there. Cascading softly and constant, illuminated by the oil lanterns of yellow and orange, the rains gave life to the dark and decaying metropolis. Arcane lights glowed on many a tower and wealthy manorhouse, while golden lights of holy men decorated the cathedrals and churches. Most of the city held buildings no less than three stories high, and some as high as twenty, such as the tower of Kalzarius and Castle L’Herrim. While impressive in architecture, it gave the city much more shadow, an elaborate darkness, and a danger that only those who knew of it could understand. Shinayne knew well the dangers of Harlaheim, for tonight she was one of them.


  The highborne elven swordswoman had left the minotaur with the ten trained guards of Kalzarius, for they were the net. Shinayne was the bait, albeit deadly bait. Her alluring aquamarine eyes, golden skin and hair, and lithe form had distracted many a would-be swordsman on her trail into false moves. She and Saberrak the gray had been followed by spies of King Richmond the Second, agents of the Bishop of Harlaheim, elves from Shalokahn, and even local thieves guilds. What they wanted, they had not caught, the assassins of the infamous White Spider. They wished to make an example of someone in that organization, find out who was sending them, and perhaps a little interrogation. Not one spider brand burned in flesh, not one shoulder marked with the symbol, yet Shinayne knew they were here, watching and waiting.


  Her keen pointed ears and elven senses traced the steps of a man coming in and out of the Taverne Dra’ Gouin on the corner of Gendry Street below, far below. The noble elf was perched atop the bridge between the old Library Fastine and the Cathedral of Saint Gavriel, five stories above the cobblestone and entrenched in shadow. He had entered four times now, and was waiting for someone, she knew he was not there for drink or merriment. Human, Harlian for sure, and carrying a rapier. Not uncommon for anyone out this late at night, save that he was looking up at the unlit bridge as if he knew she was there. Three more men came from the alley behind the popular tavern, dressed the same, black cloaks, leather armor, soft boots and hidden blades. Shinayne smiled, seeing them head for the spiral stairs next to the canal.


  Her curved elven longblade and shortblade out in a flash, the elf dashed across the bridge, toward the stone deck that jutted from the side of its fifth of eleven floors. Shinayne was hurrying away, leading them to where she wanted them to go. Around the corner, she paused, peering to her rear, watching as they came up the stairs of the cathedral and stopped at the bridge. Five now there were, all dressed the same, all looking for her. The stealthy swordswoman wondered how they were tracking her so easily at night, in the rain, her making not a sound. She waited until they started across the bridge then ran down the spiraling stairs to the city streets from the Library of Fastine. She passed the gargoyle statues that adorned the library, most of them reading books or scrolls in their stone carved eternities. She looked up from Gendry Street, seeing her pursuers at the top, on their way down, cutting her off from Saberrak the gray. She smiled again, and darted into the alley, sprinting for the pier. Hopefully they would follow, hopefully Saberrak was en route and would see her change direction. Hopefully they had some information on who was sending them.
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  The docks were quiet, late at night most of the men were busy in hidden gambling houses or deep in the embraces of ill repute, sometimes both. The Bronze Harpy and her crew had left a week ago to head north to the port of Cordella in Caberra, since heading back to Chazzrynn would not fare them much till winter was well past. Shinayne walked, slowly, down the east pier toward the lighthouse. She wanted to see how far these men would follow her, she needed to stall long enough for the soldiers of Kalzarius and her minotaur friend to arrive, if they arrived. The local gangs in Harlaheim would be right on her, knowing their city well, as would any drunks or fameseekers. The White Spider would be cautious, as would any other agent of the government or churches. The elven swordswoman stopped and turned quickly, swords out still, letting her black cloak fall from her golden curls and pointed ears. Talking, discussing, six now in their group, and they waited. And she waited. Long minutes, more perhaps passed, and she hoped they could see her smile and stare from the five hundred feet between them. “That’s it boys, keep talking. I have all night, and have gone a month without rest before, doubtful you will last that long.” Shinayne T’Sarrin twirled her blades, slowly, patiently awaiting her pursuers alone on the docks at night.


  She paced her steps, thirty steps to the lighthouse doors, eight steps across the width of the pier, and her eyes noted the support beams jutting out of the cold waters. She stood between two of them, and watched as the men came down the stretch of old sodded wooden planks to greet her. Three across, then two, and one walked five paces behind the rest, all with rapiers out yet cloaked ever so slightly, save the man in the rear. She watched their movements, her keen elven senses picking up all the small details. The two men in the middle had their hands on daggers behind their cloaks. Two of the three in front were young and inexperienced, their grip on the flashing blades was tight, their hands white with too much nervous pressure. The man in the rear was anxious, yet restrained himself, meaning he had orders he had to follow. She picked her targets, went over her steps and distancing, and never blinked nor moved as she surveyed them all.


  “You there, elf woman, you are coming with us.” the dark haired young swordsman in the front spoke up from behind his hooded cloak. His rapier was out and low, twenty paces or less away.


  The highborne elf looked at the edge, seeing three or four nicks in it that had been mostly sharpened and polished out. “I am not the one you want to begin your career practicing on, human.” she could tell he was green, young, and hesitant. Her blades stayed low as well from this distance, staring at the man in the back. Her only concern was him, his arms resting across his chest and staring back at her. The elf could sense no fear from him, the only one who seemed confidant and was not readying a sword.


  “You are alone girl, far from the safety of the tower you hide in. Don’t make me take you the hard way. I assure you it will be a regret you may never live down.” his Harlian accent, heavy on the vowels and slower speech, came through as he tried to intimidate her. The three men walked closer, blades tipped at waist level now, and the two from behind them followed.


  “Let us see about that then.” Shinayne stepped forward, swords twirling and up to a crisp on guard. Her vision caught their breath, the off hand daggers from the two in the middle, and the stone stillness of the man in the rear. She bowed slightly, playfully, opening her stance and arms just enough to taunt.


  Three heavy rapiers, pointed straight blades with curved and weaved steel hilts of black, lunged in unison at the elven woman, and all three fell short as she backed up one step. Again, they redoubled their steps, lunging once more, attempting to plunge the tips of their swords into the quick stepping elf. She backed up another step, then lunged forward herself, cutting across all three blades with a cut from her curved longblade, and following with a rapid stab of the point of the shortblade. The killer on the left dropped to the pier holding his chest, trying to conceal a moan of agony and the pain of a surprise cut from nowhere in the night. She spun full circle, parrying the incoming cuts and ripostes from her two enemies. She ducked and rolled backwards, under flashes of steel, and turned halfway on her heel, slashing out as she moved. The two men dropped, their thighs split to the bone. Shinayne was facing the two men in the middle, staring and smiling, then plunged her elven swords into the chests of her fallen foes. The elven swordswoman stood up, just in time to bring her blades in front of her face in a cross guard. A dagger flew end over end, deflecting off her weapons. A second projectile spun toward her chest, and she turned sideways, hearing it land in the dark waters of the bay.


  “Bad manners gentlemen, throwing knives at a lady.” she did not wait to see if they had another dagger somewhere, stepping quickly to the two men that had thrown the knives so cowardly. Her focus was still on the stoic human man in the rear, who had not moved a muscle.


  Whipping rapiers screamed steel through the rain, unable to strike the deft elven woman as she parried and dodged their every trained attack. Her curved blade teased a lunge, which they attempted to stop with a chop and a flick of their wrists to disarm her, then she turned right. As they followed through, chasing with their swords, Shinayne turned back left, arriving inbetween them. Two quick parries from her blades, the black clad assassins thrust their rapiers at her midsection. She caught the blades with her crossguards, twirled over once, then struck down and up in one rapid motion. As their rapiers hit the wooden planks, her curved swords punctured their ribs deep, simultaneously on each side of her. Shock and pain swept over their pale countenances and dark eyes as they fell limp onto their knees, then to their faces, dead. She removed her weapons from the insides of the men, never leaving eye contact with the hooded man.


  “Impressive, for a woman. I traced your every step, your every move. I just studied your form, elf, and I have seen every weakness.” the man stared, his blue eyes and paler complexion revealed as he withdrew his hood from his cloak. He touched the pommels of his rapier and a shortsword on his right side as well. Form fitting leather armor and gauntlets, young and clean shaven, his brown hair short and wavy. He smiled and stared at the elf.


  “That was practice, boy, nothing more.” Shinayne moved closer, slowly, as she felt no need to hurry at this point. The man, for a human, was gorgeous. His eyes, his smile, perfectly smooth and trim face, all seemed alluring and deadly at the same time. It would be a shame to kill this one. Shinayne looked for Saberrak but saw nothing in the constant darkness nor heard anything but waves rolling into wood.


  His rapier and shortsword out in a flash, his steps perfectly circling, mimicking her motions. “I have trained since I was seven years old, elf, and never lost a duel. How would you like to be buried?” he laughed a slightly overconfident chuckle, his white teeth glimmering in the showering shadows of night.


  “And your name, assassin?” her sarcasm dripped with a smile to match his own. Shinayne figured him in his early twenties. Maybe fifteen years of practice she thought, which was impressive for a human. Her steps circled back, swords rising to on guard, her curved longblade forward and shortblade back to her left side.


  “Alec Silverblade, at your service and demise, Shinayne T’Sarrin of Kilikala. Ready?” his intimidations were well trained, his eye contact, his words, even his movements showed perfection and confidence.


  “That is Lady Shinayne to you, young one. And I have been practicing over a century, but I am sure you already knew that. What else, pratell, does the White Spider inform you of?” the elf stopped, waiting for his first move, turning her heels on the wet pier, knowing exactly where she was and how many steps she had in any direction.


  “No, you were Lady Shinayne, and I am afraid I can tell you no more. I don’t know of any, White Spider did you say?” Alec’s rapier dove ahead, then back as she parried, his body turning and crouching low. The shortsword and rapier cut across low to the pier, the elf jumping over them, and backing up.


  Shinayne cut across at the assassins face, and he ducked back. Her subsequent lunge with the shortblade was parried with both his swords and pushed to the ground. She countered with another arcing slice from the longblade. Alec spun left, avoiding the cut, and began a flurry of short and fast cuts toward the elf. Her parries were matching every attack, stopping them edge to edge, the steel ringing across the harbor. She let him back her up near the lighthouse, countering with fast attacks of her own, keeping them low and short, drawing him in. She maneuvered to the right, close to the wooden support pole, and then past it, smiling. The young swordsman stopped, sensing she wanted him closer, his attacks went longer, lunging from a few paces further back. She knew he was hesitant now, just what she had hoped for.


  Shinayne sprung forward, lunging with point cuts and arcing long swings, driving Alec back. His parries were quick, faster than any human she had seen. She cut closer now, side to side, trying to throw his guard off. The elven swordswoman then backed up a step, and put her heel on the wooden pillar, and pushed off hard. Her wet boots met the slick wood of the rainy pier, and she ducked low as she slid across, under his weapons. Alec Silverblade spun as the elf went past him, and put his guard low. Shinayne cut down with her curved shortblade, purposefully into the crossed weapons of her enemy. Her right hand slashed up across the assassin’s chest from waist to shoulder, even cut across his nose and cheek. The cut was deep and surprising to the stunned swordsman, as he felt cold metal sever flesh. The boot to his abdomen sent him backwards off the pier and quickly into the cold waters of the bay.


  “Now you have lost a duel, Alec Silverblade, and the scar to show for it.” Shinayne sheathed her swords. The swordsman did not reappear as she had expected, minutes passed, yet nothing surfaced. She looked around, waiting for the humiliated young Harlian man to appear somewhere and run off. Nothing.


  The elven noble tore the armor off of one of the men she had dispatched, then the black tunic moist with rain and blood. She looked at the shoulder and saw the brand of the white spider in his dead flesh. The elf had fought nearly thirty men, only killing a few, and always outnumbered the last three weeks in Harlaheim. She and Saberrak had foiled many traps and midnight hunts of those seeking their friends for the Scroll of Annar, yet this time she did it alone. Finally, she confirmed that the White Spider was here as well, and hopefully they got the message that the other stalkers had gotten. She and Saberrak had been hunting the night, protecting the tower from its enemies that had been getting closer every week. Shinayne hoped that the minotaur had as much luck as herself this rainy evening, and went to meet her horned friend and the rest of the soldiers of Kalzarius in the deep of the dark city.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Exodus II:I


  City of Harlaheim


  Her dark cloaked shadow moved with her through the early morning streets. Sunlight began to trickle through the high rising buildings, still glistening from the rains. Carice and Gimmor waned, vanishing into the north and east as clouds of purple drifted across their moonlight. Shinayne saw the trail of her breath, only faint as the cold here was not like that of the kingdom of Chazzrynn to the south. Her hands rested at her side, feeling safe as she saw the gray cloaked guards of Kalzarius ahead on Nen Fleur Street. The elven noble lowered her hood from her long thin ears and stepped from the shadows to reveal her presence.


  “Lady T’Sarrin, we have been worried all night about you.” the capitan spoke as he gave a slight bow, realizing the elf was not stopping to converse.


  “You should be more worried about those that I find, Capitan. Did Saberrak catch anyone in his routes?” Shinayne took a turn around every twenty steps or so, watching her trail and the rooftops.


  “No, m’Lady, we saw nothing this night, and Saberrak the gray returned to the tower to rest some time ago. We did not see you at rendezvous. Did you see any-“


  “Yes, six men. One may have survived, and they were all White Spider for certain. I took them at the docks, doubtful there were any witnesses.” she kept moving, still a mile from the grand glowing tower of the ancient wizard. More and more guards fell in step behind her, leaving their various vantage points throughout the city.


  A look of surprise crossed the capitan’s face. “The docks? That is far out of the areas we discussed. You took on six agents of the White Spider alone, m’Lady? How did you manage that?”


  “Easily and quickly.” Shinayne smiled, seeing the humbling look of shock on the grown Harlian man’s face. “Elven nobles train in the art of the sword and Simnorri styles for two decades, good capitan, I just trained for a few more.”


  “What is Simnorri, Lady T’Sarrin, if you do not mind my asking?” he smiled, impressed with the confidence the elven woman possessed. He had seen the prowress of both she and the minotaur, putting proof to the growing legends that spread of late.


  “It is the style of attuning oneself with two weapons, one longer and one shorter. My people are gifted with such matching blades, passed down to every royal generation, and taught to use them as our ancestors did in the ancient city of Viala Simnorr. That forest citadel was lost many, many centuries ago, but the practice and tradition lives on among the nobility of the elves.” like she had taught it herself, Shinayne recited the brief history to the capitan without a thought.


  “Could you teach it to someone, perhaps, who is not an elf?” a glimmer of interest and envy flashed across the capitan’s eyes.


  “If you have twenty years to spare, most certainly capitan. I will have to change your religious beliefs, and trim your ears as well, if that is all right with you. What do you know of Siril?” she laughed, breaking her serious demeanor at the thought of training a human in such a spiritual and time consuming art, let alone mentioning the God of the elves to a Harlian man.


  “The rapier is fine m’lady.” he nodded and chuckled.


  Over two hundred feet of white marble blended with gray stretched out before her and cascaded into the morning light. Guards opened the gates as the sun rose fully behind them, light that dimmed the magical illuminations of the grand structure. Eleven men behind her in step, the elven swordswoman entered the well guarded Tower of Kalzarius and went to wake her friends. First, she thought, I must rest and meditate. Three days and nights with no sleep had left her spirit a bit cold and in need of centering. Her thoughts drifted quickly to Lavress Tilaniun and where he might be at this very moment, hoping to feel him in her dreams. She wondered about Bedesh, and what they had left in the wake of their escape from Chazzrynn. She would not mention anything to Saberrak in regard to him abandoning again in the night, she knew it was the scroll of Annar that called him. She had seen it and felt it lately, his desire to not be far from it growing stronger.
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  Gwenneth Lazlette watched intently as her old teacher reached the bottom of the scroll, its length rolled out across the massive mahogany table. Kalzarius and she had been up all night, finishing the final incantations that were hidden in the ancient writings of the history contained within. It had taken over a week for them to translate it with the help of a scribe from the Library Fastine, and another week to get past the enchantments that had hidden a secret set of mystical chants that held great power of unveiling yet another set of histories in ancient Altestani dialect. Now, the young prodigy and the elderly master had retraced their steps, ensuring that all they had deciphered was correct.


  The old wizard looked up from under his white hair and stroked his long gray beard. ”I believe, my child, that should do it. An amazing find there is no doubt, and it is no wonder it is so sought after. This scroll could break the very foundations that the entire worship in Altestan is founded upon, even many religions long lost here on Agara. It cannot stay here, however. I would like to test the magicks that are so intricately woven through the centuries of history.” His white robes with black arcane markings flowed behind him as he paced around the table.


  “Is that safe? Not that I am worried, anxious really. What do you think it will invoke?” Gwenne looked over her notes, feeling that the energy latent inside the scroll would summon forth something, she could tell by the symbols of the arcane blended with the old magick Carician dialect. Her green eyes were tired and burning from weeks of reading, and her black hair was pulled back over her fair complexion after she had grown weary of dodging candles.


  Kalzarius walked toward the window of the nineteenth floor and gazed at the morning sun rising in the west over the bay. “It is a holy incantation, certainly not of infernal design, in fact it is quite the opposite. Since this is truly written by Annar, son of Megos, brother to Alden the Lord of Heaven, than we have much to ask of your minotaur friend that found it.”


  “He knows little, just an uneducated beast more than anything. Do we really have-“


  “Yes. I insist, and Bishop Javiel should be here as well. Sir James and Azenairk said his confidence was genuine and that he would keep these matters quiet until they were safe to speak of. Gwenne, we are beyond the mere arcane here, this is a powerful matter of religious, historical, and holy importance. I dare not go further with the incantations. They glow a strong blue already since we read them, I do not wish to be ill prepared or on the wrong side of the church with this.” Kalzarius was stern, staring at the slightest variation in the blue mist of light that shone above certain letters and symbols on the strange parchment.


  There was a long pause, the old wizard stroking his long gray beard and the young woman pacing, her thoughts on what would happen if. They looked at each other for an eternity, broken finally by the opening of the heavy wooden doors to the study. The rush of air fluttered Gwenne’s black robes with golden trim, and loosed her hair once again. Thankfully, it also put out the candles before her hair was singed for the tenth time.


  Saberrak walked in, much as he always did, little concern for pleasantries. His metal scale armor form fitting and shining and his intimidating minotaur prowess from behind the horns and tattoos thereof under his eyes radiated through the chamber. The dwarven priest stomped behind him in his heavy steel plate adorned with his hammer and moons etchings, his black beard trim and head shaved as always. James followed them in, dressed in his chainmail, white tabard with the red feathered cross, and blue sash of knighthood draped from shoulder guards of steel adorned with black falconheads. They each gave their respectful bows to Kalzarius and Gwenneth as they passed the entrance.


  “Vundren be praised, are you done?” Azenairk’s blue eyes lit up, hoping to be able to leave soon. He cared not where, but even his friends noticed his anxiety this last week. He knew he had to find his way west for his father eventually, yet there was something about this scroll that made him nervous. A feeling in his daily prayers, a sense of divine inspiration in the air, something overwhelming that had him wanting to leave. The scroll has nothing to do with dwarven religion, nothing at all, he thought. He knew that he held a key, his heirloom, to a great place far from here and wished to commence that direction at least instead of waiting to be trapped by the multitude of cutthroats here in Harlaheim. He, Saberrak, and James had been waiting, eavesdraopping at the door for some time now. It was hard to decide who was more impatient.


  “Not quite Zen, but today or tomorrow for certain. James, how did your meeting with Lord Savanno fare us? Do we have his backing and that of the Order of Saint Tarumin?” the old arcane professor watched the silent minotaur while conversing with the others. He saw the bovine glare to the scroll, like they were speaking, the scroll and the minotaur.


  “The Lord Knight Errant of Harlaheim is most definitely on our side, excited and anxious at the findings, yes. The Order is a bit more complex, but he and I feel that their support of secrecy is ours as well.” the Knight of Chazzrynn bowed again, very content and at peace with all of his meetings and diplomatic endeavors as of late, save for those of the knights loyal to the king that had not given him even a hint of notice. “In fact, Sir Savanno Lisario is planning on arriving this morn, he wishes to see the scroll for himself.”


  “I am sure he does. Probably wants it for himself like every other human we meet. No offense to old wizards.” Saberrak snorted, looking at the blue mist of light that rose from the pages unrolled across the table. He had been having trouble staying away from the scroll the last week, checking in several times per day. Something was drawing him to it, and whatever it was, he did not care for it.


  “No offense taken Saberrak, none at all. I am quite aware of what you have been through to keep this relic and deliver it here. I am sure your trust in men is diminished.” Kalzarius lifted the smooth mottled stone cylinder that the parchment had been wrapped around. “Do tell me though, can you describe the man that gave this to you?”


  James listened, Zen stared, Gwenne rolled her eyes, and none of them noticed Shinayne as she slipped into the chamber. The elven noble had met Sir Savanno and the Bishop in the great hall below as she had been heading for rest. Denied again by pressing matters, she was about to inform Kalzarius. This recollection from the horned warrior seemed more interesting to her for the moment.


  The gray gladiator recounted his escape from Unlinn and his battles with other minotaurs along the way. He described the dark stone chamber, vast and open, somewhere between the slave city and the surface of the lost city of Arouland as he came to know it. James’ blue eyes beamed with intensity as he spoke of the trolls that were tearing this man there with their claws, but not leaving a mark. “And after I killed them, these blue eyes from under his long hair and beard simply called to me, and I could not stop looking. He was as big as me, fit and healthy besides ages of dirt. The chains were thick enough for a giant, but his eyes glowed that blue, inhuman and strong, and soothed me. I cut his chains, strong as they were, and again he just stared. It was the strangest thing, for he did not speak. I blinked after, I am not sure how long, and when I opened my eyes he was gone. My wounds were healed, and there was this scroll in my hand. That was it.”


  Everyone stood in awe, looking at the scroll, then to the minotaur, then to Kalzarius. James could not have described the man better, having seen the same thing thirteen years prior, in the same exact place, and twice since then. He had accepted the last wo sightings a personal affect of his troubles with the wine, or lack thereof, and kept them to himself. “Impossible.” The knight shook his head.


  “No, James Andellis, it is not.” the wizard nodded toward the man at the door, realizing it was the Lord Knight Errant of Harlaheim. He motioned for the lord to enter, and continued with his lecture.


  Savanno bowed to all present, deep and sweeping as was etiquette in Harlaheim. His head and face bearing a slight dash of gray stubble from his pious trimming, and his decorated uniform impeccable. All was shining on this lord, from polished black high boots, to his brass handled rapier, even his bracers and chainmail were shining from oil and care. The gold trimmed tabard was of thin leather, black with the gold crown and rose emblem through it that was the crest of the kingdom he served. Unlike most lords of the realm, Savanno did wear a white armband with the red feathered cross of Alden to show his faith and devotion to the God of Mercy and Heaven as being above his loyalty to the throne.


  “Greetings Kalzarius, and the rest of you. It is an honor.” His voice was soft and genuine. “I am Lord Knight Errant Savanno Lisario, thank you for permitting me. The Bishop waits downstairs, but please, continue.” his sincerity was barely more than his excitement, as his brown eyes widened seeing the blue light emitting from the age old paper. He had heard much of Saberrak the gray minotaur, Lady Shinayne, and Gwenneth Lazlette. Savanno had the recent pleasures of long talks with Azeanairk Thalanaxe and the Knight James Andellis as well. Kalzarius was an old friend of his father who had passed years ago, so the Lord Knight Errant, highest of all the knighted in Harlaheim, felt very much at home among those present. He longed to hear the tales, the mystery, and the words of those that had found the lost brother to Alden, and a scroll written of his own flesh and blood.
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  Bishop Javiel paced patiently, his white robes with red trim and the feathered cross on its front and back flowed behind his steps. Older, but not elderly like his wizardly rival Kalzarius, his patience had limits. It had been over an hour, perhaps not, yet he looked in one of the ornate mirrors at himself. White beard neatly trimmed, his shaved head full of a week’s stubble, and his ordained robes were perfect as always. In the king’s court at L’Herrim he was made to wait, often he was overlooked at the Aldane meetings due to the politics and reputation of Harlaheim. Far too common was it that he felt that his title of Bishop held little weight, and now he was waiting to see a holy relic of religious importance. If it were the Cardinal here, they would have waited for him, not the other way around. Javiel felt anger, being the last in line to be invited to view and discuss an ancient text that had to do with his religion more than any wizard or band of fugitives from the south. He started to walk up the stairs, slowly, not waiting for the guards or an escort. I am the Bishop of Harlaheim, of the church of God Alden for the entire capital, and I will not wait for the beckon of Kalzarius or an invite of a dwarf to see this relic of Annar, brother of the Lord of Heaven, he thought. Savanno had gone up with the elf, yet Javiel had waited. Kalzarius should have come to greet him, should have shown him respect.


  He reached the nineteenth floor, tired and sweating in his layers of robes and holy attire. The doors were cracked open just a finger width, light flooding the dark stairwell. Bishop Javiel approached the doors, but stopped, hearing the old wizard speaking of religious histories. He wished to see how much the old man really knew, and watched from his hidden position outside the study. His temper was not cooling, for it should have been he discussing such things. He felt it only the right of the church to have priority in the research and analysis of such an artifact. The Bishop did not enter, he merely watched and listened, the others unaware of his presence. A minotaur, an elf, a heathen priest, a foreign knight, two wizards, and the Lord Knight Errant, all before me in a matter of holy scripture, he fumed.


  “…and we have found in those examinations, that indeed this parchment is made of compressed skin. The writing was done with a fingernail and blood, and the words in the ancient Carician and Altestani tongues dating back over four thousand years at the start. They finish, in the same style of writing, less than a century ago.” Kalzarius paused, seeing many confused looks from all, especially James.


  “That is not possible. No man could sustain himself that long, even with magicks of the arcane, you must be incorrect Kalzarius.” Savanno spoke softly, respectfully.


  “It was no man, Lord Savanno. It was Annar, brother to Alden. It was Annar who was cast beneath the realms of the earth for standing over his brother Alden when Yjaros had his wings torn from him for loving mankind. The Aldane histories teach us of the Lord of Heaven, and his journey or an exodus of sorts that led him and man to heaven after the rival Gimmorian angels desecrated him. Much of the works of old speak of Megos, their father, and other angels or Gods of note. The revisions of newer texts have simply-“


  “This is dangerous talk, old friend. Men would burn for this if it were to be spoken aloud.” Savanno continued to whisper, intrigued, but worried.


  “Dangerous only to the church, the church that has rewritten their own texts and histories to focus on Alden as God. The Altestani worship Yjaros, the one God, who condemned all the others they say, Alden included. This scroll speaks of Cancuru and Shukuru as wicked guardians for God, and the enforcers of his will, not the poetic winged creatures that guard the path to the afterlife the northerners paint them as. It says for their deeds upon Alden, they were rewarded with hell and the lands of the dead to do with as they wished. Now that, would not only set turmoil in the Aldane, but in the great empire of the northern kingdoms as well.” Kalzarius loved debate on history, especially when he had ground to stand upon.


  “This scroll mentions devils and demons, mixes angels and old Gods of stories. Just stories Kalzarius, the truth lies in Alden, Lord of Heaven, not in this old parchment.” Lord Savanno was pacing, reading what he could of the ancient scroll from his years in the church.


  “It mentions Alden, right here, the whole story. Just from a point of view that the church does not want you to know of, could not know of. Not the church of the old world, and not ours here on Agara.” the old wizard rested, feeling the talks getting too heated for his taste.


  The others watched and listened, seeing the blue mist rising inches off the parchment now. Azenairk thought of how difficult human religion must be, and was glad to be a devout worshipper of Vundren, God of the mountains and only choice for his race. It seemed simpler than all this historical argument. For him, God was God, and there was little room for interpretation.


  James looked at Saberrak, who looked at the scroll. Gwenneth listened intently to her old teacher, and watched the blue light rise, wondering what it could mean. Shinayne felt something, her elven senses certain they were not alone. Whether it was the scroll, the light, or someone nearby, she could not discern.


  “Kalzarius, you know this cannot stay in Harlaheim. Too many eyes and ears are waiting, many of them will not side with you and will wish to take it.” the Lord Knight Errant resigned, running his fingers over the blue light, feeling something powerful and peaceful, something pure. “I believe you, why I do not know. But I see this scroll, I feel it. What would you ask of me and the Order of Saint Tarumin?”


  “Keep them and the scroll actually protected. I will send them to Ansharr, to Soujan Mountain in the northeast, it will be safe there for all time.” the wizard noticed something move by the doors and raised his hand, cautioning the others. Swords drew from James and Shinayne, and everyone turned. The lights from the staves of the wizards glowed gold and red with protective magicks readied.


  “Protected from who, Kalzarius?” Bishop Javiel pushed open one of the heavy doors, outraged at what he had heard already. “The church? Perhaps the king? Explain to me why you and the Lord Knight Errant, of a religious order, would conspire to keep such a relic secret?”


  “You were invited here, Javiel. Do not bring your rhetoric and title into this room, we need to discuss-“ Kalzarius was cut off.


  “Oh, I was invited, yes. While you and a group of fugitives plan your schemes and speak blasphemy from a heretic scroll full of lies about my faith! The Cardinal will hear of this upon his return, I will ensure that.” his anger reddened his face and his voice boomed in the study.


  Saberrak loosed his greataxe and stared at the Bishop, his eyes focusing on burning a hole through the man in the robes. “It is mine, priest. I choose where and with whom it goes. It was given to me, so I would suggest you back down if you know what is good for you.” his breath huffed out like no idle threat.


  “Threatened, threatened by a horned beast! Savanno, you should have these criminals arrested for such words and deceptions. Not only do you read from a sacrilegious parchment as if it were the Aldane truth, you surround yourself with killers and heathens. I am the Bishop of Harlaheim! The king shall-“


  “Shall what, Javiel?” Savanno spoke loudly, defiantly at the unreasonable man. “The king will hear of this only if you decide to glorify your name by condemning what you have not peacefully investigated!”


  “I will investigate it, in the holy church, alone!” Javiel walked toward the table, intent on taking the scroll.


  Shinayne, James, Savanno, and Azenairk stepped in front of the Bishop at once. Gwenneth stood next to Kalzarius, both wizards realizing that contending with the church was not a wise choice, they kept their gaze lowered. Saberrak turned toward the table and set his axe to lean against it.


  “I think not. A slave freed a slave for this, and you will not take it. But thank you for proving to me once again, Bishop, that human men are- Crack, caroom, thunder shook the tower from outside on a clear morning. As the minotaur’s hand touched the glowing blue parchment his words stopped. He was knocked to his knees from the flash of light. Too bright to see anything but blue, with eyes open or shut, Saberrak shook and trembled, unable to rise to his feet. More thunder rose from the morning air, with no point of origin on any horizon. All was still, no one moved nor breathed. The horned warrior rose to his feet, using the table for support. Blue mist rising from his body, his ears ringing as if the thunder had issued from his own head. He turned to the left to see what had happened, slowly, as his body did not seem to have the ability to move quickly. He opened his eyes, and all was hued in a strange blue light. Saberrak looked at his friends, the wizard, the bishop, and the Lord, all of their mouths open and eyes wide. James, the Bishop, and Savanno dropped to their knees in silent prayer for something, while the unblinking eyes of the others remained focused on the blue glowing eyes of the minotaur, and the blue mist that still flowed from the scroll to his very breath. Like a stream on the air, noises snuffed out from existence, radiant energies swirled into Saberrak the gray.


  The light faded, perhaps minutes had passed, still no one dared move as the thunder fell quieter in the distance. Shinayne watched as the scroll lost its illuminations, as did the eyes of her horned friend. Azenairk reached out and touched Saberrak’s arm, now that the trembling had ceased, making sure he was still really there. James and Savanno rose to their feet, in wonder and fear of what had just occurred. The wizards felt the energies around them with their arcane senses, both glancing at one another in bewilderment, neither one saying anything.


  “Witchcraft and heathen rituals!” Bishop Javiel whispered in fear, still unnerved and trembling himself. “King Richmond and Queen Rosana will here of this, I swear to you.” down the stairs he ran, not sure if a curse of hell or a pagan miracle had just unleashed. His anger that it was a horned beast in Kalzarius’ tower that should be involved with such mystery sickened him. That scroll will be mine, and Kalzarius will burn for his treasons against the church and the king, he vowed.


  “What was that, old man?” Saberrak spoke quietly, squeezing his fists tight then releasing. His vision was normal again, yet his breathing felt tingly.


  “I do not know, Saberrak of Unlinn. However, it looks like the glow has gone from the scroll.” Kalzarius began to roll the parchment back on the stone. “It was not anything of the arcane and I do not know how it triggered either. I assure you, it was not my doing, but what raw power just entered your body is nothing short of miraculous. The incantations were readied, but you did not speak one word in the Altestani tongue to release what we had thought lay inside. I have no answers, only concerns now, my horned aquaintence.”


  “I will go to the king and meet the bishop there to try and discourage any inquisition.” Sir Savanno still stared at the minotaur, not sure what he had seen, but knowing what he had felt.


  “As will I.” the old arcane master agreed as he rolled then handed the scroll to Saberrak.


  “And what are we to do while you are away?” Shinayne spoke up, watching the two men hurry toward the stairs.


  Kalzarius stopped, and turned. “Pack your things Lady T’Sarrin, have everyone ready. We must get you to Ansharr.” he proceeded down the stairs behind the Lord Knight Errant.


  “Wonderful! Well done, minotaur, now we have to leave.” Gwenneth stomped out to get her belongings. “Nearly two months of work, ruined by your pride, my thanks!” she had waited too many years to see her old master, and now her anger brewed at having to leave suddenly.


  “I am going with Savanno and Kalzarius, I know enough to shed a good light on this.” James headed down the stairwell after them. Hiding his hand, not knowing why it glowed without him wishing it, James was confused.


  “Well I cannot speak for anyone else, but I say it’s about time we left this depressing city anyway.” Zen patted his taller friend on the arm again, feeling better that his stay here was almost over.


  “Come on horned one, your moment of glory is past, time to get ready to leave.” the elven swordswoman cheerfully stated, trying to snap him out of his stupor. Not the time for questions, and she had many.


  “Yes, time to leave.” he opened the scroll just a few feet, looking at the ancient words, words that he now could read as if he had written them himself. “Shinayne?”


  “Yes Saberrak, what is it?” she was already half out the chamber.


  “What would you say if I told you I could read this?” his daze was slowly wearing off, and he rolled the parchment back up around the cylinder.


  “I would be shocked, to say the least. Now let’s go, we have to get ready.” Shinayne paid it little mind, knowing that whatever came from the scroll had the minotaur not thinking quite clearly.


  Saberrak shook his head, trying to clear his mind, and walked out behind the rest. The scroll weighed less now, and his mind felt distracted. Saberrak could not read anything, yet the words made sense when he glanced at them. He put the scroll away, for now. Whatever it was, he did not care for it.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Angeline II:I


  Vallakazz, Chazzrynn


  Blonde curls blew around her face in the freezing wind, winter had hit Vallakazz with a final swing of late season snow and storms. The woman had been summoned to the Academy by Hithins, the snow vulture pet of incredible intelligence, for a bird. The rumors and stories still flew daily about the populace of the great arcane city. The treason of Dasius of Caberra, the Nadderi elf killer, assassins and fugitives that had fled over a month ago, all still on the breeze and thoughts of the people every cold morning. Captain Shilde had been overwhelmed with queries, cleanup, damages and reports for the city, for Lady Aelaine, the church, and even the court of King Mikhail in the capital city of Loucas. Chazzrynn had been in turmoil from Southwind Keep and the loss of Lady Kaya T’vellon, all the way to an Altestani warship that had been docked south of Valhirst on the other side of the kingdom. There were many questions that needed answers, and they all circled around Gwenneth Lazlette and her allies. Angeline Berren was sure that she was somehow going to be involved, whether she cared to or not.


  Her green robes kept her warm with all her armor seeming to invite the cold, her hand-and-a-half sword held tight at her side. Angeline had felt great sorrow and freedom in this morning’s meditation within her warm room. She had anointed herself with the oil that her small tree produced, and breathed life and love into its leaves. She always asked forgiveness and guidance, every morning for seven years now with Middir of Kivanis, the great wizard and professor she was sworn to. Angeline felt the earth beneath her feet, the sleet in her hair, the cold winds of the west on her face, and the blessing of yet another day she was grateful to have. She climbed the steps of the southern of the four arcane towers, heading for the eighth floor great hall to meet with Lady Aelaine and Middir.


  A gush of air flung the door open harder than she would have liked, startling the three at the table. Lady Aelaine bowed, as did the white vulture, and Middir gave her a warm hug as quick as his old plump self could get to her. His braided beard of white and gray was frayed and in need of tying again. The two black robed wizards of the Academy sat back down at the black glass table in an otherwise barren room. Statues of stone wizards greeted coldly, the torchlight aflame and false with the arcane, Angeline felt a serious matter of emotion in the air. Hithins fluttered over to an empty chair, anxious about something. The secretive bodyguard flipped her braided hair back over her robes, relieving some of the cold moisture. Angeline bowed and sat at the foot of the table, awaiting what she already knew.


  “Angeline Berren, I have to first say that your assistance at the Lazlette Semanarium Arcanum has been outstanding. I do not know your relation to Middir, nor is it my business. However, your skills have helped us greatly with many an issue, big and small, for several seasons now. Myself, and Vallakazz, offer our gratitude.” Aelaine was stalling, keeping her composure as best she could.


  Angeline nodded respectfully, always remembering her vow of silence. She kept her blue eyes respectfully attuned to Aelaine’s green orbs that darted somewhat nervously.


  “Aelaine, go ahead and ask her.” Middir was calm and warm, his eyes bright and peaceful.


  “Very well. I have spoken with Kalzarius in Harlaheim, through magical means of course. My daughter Gwenneth is there with the other travelers that came through Chazzrynn last month. She has something of great power with her, and there are many people hunting it, and her. I fear for her life, for her inexperience in the world, and that she cannot control the arcane power that she has studied. I want you to track her and bring her back to Vallakazz, by any means you deem necessary.” Aelaine looked to Hithins, then to the table, her eyes full of tears. The only person she had, really had, in her life was Gwenne. She was also the only memory of Arlinne, Gwenne’s father, that she had left. Aelaine had leaned and pressured her daughter too much she was told, especially after Lord T’Vellon’s death in the battle of Arouland fourteen years ago. Her guilt, she feared, had drove her daughter to flee into a dangerous journey. “Please bring my little girl back home before something terrible happens to her, I beg you. Middir tells me that your skills are renowned, and that you can find anyone, anywhere.”


  Angeline looked to Middir, then to the sobbing Lady of Vallakazz. Tell her I will do this, but I need to talk with you in private, Middir, her thoughts traveled along the air to the aura of her sworn to master.


  “She agrees, Aelaine. Now if you do not mind, her and I need to talk.” the words flowed in and out of the old heavy man, like he had just heard them aloud.


  “She is talking to him in his mind, my lady. She does that to everyone, even me.” the vulture spoke up, excited to know what was going on. He had been kissing up to Aelaine for three weeks now, since she had found out he had taken the long way home after meeting Gwenneth outside of Valhirst. He knew he was in serious trouble with the high wizard of the academy, and that she knew of his side deals with her daughter as well. He was grateful to not have been turned into something else, or into nothing for that matter.


  She ignored her pet, “Of course Middir, take all the time you need. Tell Angeline thank you for me. Come Hithins, I have work for you in my study.” The Lady of Vallakazz got up and strode out the door with the white bird of prey right behind her. If half of what her students had found out was true, Gwenneth was being hunted by a secretive organization with hundreds of killers and wizards in its ranks. A mother had to do what was in her heart and protect her daughter, even from herself.


  “I know what you are going to say my child, but do not worry. I will be fine here. Your service to me-“


  She spoke, for the first time in over seven years, Middir heard her voice aloud. “I do not feel ready, I do not feel I have done enough yet.” her words even softer than the ones she could send without speaking, her blue eyes ran deep with sorrow.


  “It was over almost twenty years ago, Angeline, and you were very young then. Kivanis was going through its own religious and civil revolutions, you were as much a victim as myself.” Middir was no longer joyful as the memories flooded back to him.


  “I told the priests your wife was a witch, a devil worshipping witch.” her head lowered, eyes stared at the black table made of glass, her tears falling onto the shiny surface.


  Middir sighed, his breathing was difficult with his extra weight and old age. “You were very young, you were drunk and barely seventeen seasons old Angeline. That little inquisition of the church was meant to drive the wizards from the city, so that the church of Alden was not threatened. It was not of your making.”


  “They killed her, and your son, and it was my fault because-“


  “No! They killed and burned hundreds of wizards and arcane dabblers and even priests of other religions in less than a month! The priests of Kivanis were scared of the Altestani emissaries, and were intimidated into doing something atrocious. Your words merely spoke what they intended to do anyway, and they nearly caught me as well.” the plump old wizard raised his voice, not agreeing with the guilt she still forced upon herself.


  “I pointed them out, and others.” her sobbing slowed, her breathing deep as she controlled her emotions.


  “You did as you were asked, and manipulated into doing. If it had not been you at swordpoint, they would have found another youth at the taverns to do the same.” Middir countered, not allowing her to place herself down any further.


  “I saw them burn, I thought I was ridding the city of evil and…” she stopped, realizing that the accounts he had not seen would probably hurt him more than doing any real good. “…and I did nothing, I believed what was happening was right and just.”


  “Yes, the whole of the city did, guided by men of the cloth that did not know what they were doing, just the fear they had. You came to me seven years ago, in silence, to make amends. You have done that.” he faked a smile as best he could. Nothing could replace his family, nothing he thought of would take that horror away. Yet years had taught him much, and this woman had changed from what she was then for certain. How, he did not know.


  “I swore seven years of service, I vowed silence for my words had caused harm. But, I do not want to leave.” Angeline whispered now, her mind and body cool and collected.


  “Seven years was over half a year ago, Angeline. I do not want you to leave either, you are like a daughter to me now, but you must. Your religion or whatever it is, has taught you much. I do not know what they would have you do now, but finding Gwenneth Lazlette will be the last thing I ask of you.” Middir stood.


  “It is not a religion or an order. You know I cannot share anything with you about those things, Middir. I do have to meet with my elders once this task is done, and I am forgiven.” Angeline stood, then kneeled before her friend that she had caused so much harm to, so many years ago when he was but a stranger. That pain she had kept inside, once she realized what she had done, ate at her to the point of suicide. Many amends she had made, many years of service to others. Middir was the last one, and now Angeline felt lost without another redemption on her list of shames.


  Middir placed his hand on her hair, admiring the blonde and red tinged waves and braids. He looked down at her triangle wreath of vines that held a leaf in the center, they decorated her tabard, green robes, and armor. He had secretly researched that symbol in several libraries and temples over the last seven years, finding nothing. “You are forgiven, Angeline Berren. I relieve you of your service and your vows to me, and find them complete. Whomever, or whatever you belong to that guides you into the woman you have become, has my gratitude.”


  She stood, holding back the tears that welled in her throat. Bowing once again and touching her hand to her heart, the secretive guardian turned and walked out the doors.


  “You will return? I will see you again, won’t I, Angeline?” Middir was now feeling the sorrow of farewell, holding it back as best he could.


  I hope we meet again soon, my friend. May the earth guide your steps, the winds bring you good fortune, and the sun and moons shine joy into your life. If you should need me, send word to the mountains northeast of Harlaheim. Farewell. Her words sent on the wind were soft and full of love, even moreso unspoken. The doors closed behind her and she walked out into the world, free of her guilt and past.


  Angeline walked and walked, the cold of Vallakazz seemed lessened, the view of the arcane city was more beautiful, and the people more alive than ever she recalled. The city guard nodded to her as she passed through the eastern gate, the captain was on the catwalk, staring at her as she passed. She thought of what a fine man he had been, so few were willing to defend their city or country against any enemy and not be bought. His honor and loyalty were genuine, as were his feelings for her. She knew that he would make a fine husband for someone, but it could not be her, not now, not for many years. She smiled, marching into the cold toward Valhirst, knowing that she had much to do, and for once, she had friends and respect. Soujan Mountain would be expecting her to inform them that her vow had been fulfilled, and that her walk of shame had come to an end. They would want to hear of her forgiveness, and there would be a ceremony. It was the same for them all. Her mind tried to focus on the travel ahead, but not too far ahead.


  “There goes your silent lady with a sword, captain.” one of the archers remarked, drawing Kendrynn Shilde’s attention to the green robed woman heading east out of the city gates.


  “I should think you’re right corporal, but she’s not my lady.” reserved and stern in his duties, he pretended not to care.


  “Doubt that’s any of your decision now, is it?” the corporal and a few other men laughed and patted their leader on the shoulder plate, returning to their posts. “Think she’ll be back, captain?”


  “I hope so corporal, I certainly hope so. Her blade was most helpful to the city of Vallakazz.” Kendrynn kept his remarks to the city and his responsibilities in front of the men. He tried not to think of the times he had wished to hear her voice, share anything, something with this woman from the north.


  “Right, captain, certainly.” the guards let out more laughter, knowing that their captain had trouble taking his eyes off of Angeline most of the time. “We know it’s not her blade that intrigues you sir.”


  The captain smiled, blushing, his men laughing more. He joined them, and watched the silent lady march out of his city and into the east, alone.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Exodus II:II


  Castle L’Herrim , City of Harlaheim


  Savanno marched into the heart of the city, Sir James on his left and the famous Kalzarius on his right. The Knight of Chazzrynn kept in step while the old bearded man floated alongside them. He could see the Bishop many city blocks ahead, nearly at Castle L’Herrim already. The Lord knew that the Bishop would have the ear of the king first, and in matters religious, he would also have a stronger word. Sir Savanno Lisario needed help, and his first thought was his cousin, the Lord of Saint Erinsburg to the north.


  “Sir James, I need you to deliver a message for me.” he stayed focused and calm, knowing full well the possible implications of what Javiel would say to the court. He turned toward the castle stables, unfortunately giving the bishop more of a lead.


  “But Lord Savanno, you need me in court to explain the-“


  “No. A foreign knight might make things worse, despite your testimony. I believe you, but your word over the Bishop’s in this country will never happen. I need you to take my steed and ride half a day north.” the Lord Knight Errant removed his golden necklace with a large feathered cross of Alden, also of solid gold. He handed it to James Andellis. “Give this to my cousin, Cristoff Bradswellen the Third, Lord of Saint Erinsburg. Tell him we require his assistance here, and to meet us on the road to the Saint Tarumin Mission, at the first foothills of the Zuran Mountains.”


  “And what are we to do in the king’s court then, Lord Savanno, if you plan already to help them escape?” Kalzarius trusted the Lord, but wanted to know what he was thinking.


  “Delay them. As long as possible, for I know Richmond the Second, he is not his father. He is young, greedy, and will want to see the scroll and take glory any way he can since his rule is unpopular. He will see this as an opportunity to get the church behind him, you and I discredited, and the people rallying toward his crown. Javiel sees this only as a religious matter, yet it is about to become very political.” Savanno was stone faced and serious, and pointed his white stallion out to the southern knight. He handed him the reins that were wrapped around a post outside the castle gates. “Ride hard, and tell him to bring supplies and men if possible. Go, Sir James of Chazzrynn.”


  James mounted the lord’s horse, looked to the north, and gave a bow to the wizard and Savanno as he kicked the mount into a gallop. He had never been to Harlaheim, let alone rode through her streets and out to another city. He thought of the others, hoping they would make it safely to the meeting place without him. Desperately wanting to be in the court of the king to speak the truth of the matter, James felt his duty to his friends and their journey rise above his ambitions. That duty swelled in his chest, realizing now that he was on a mission from a high lord of a foreign kingdom. James Andellis felt useful and needed for once, and rode even harder to Saint Erinsburg.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Dark brown rough stone surrounded them in the grand hall of L’Herrim. The pillars and decorated ceiling of old Altheac design made every soul that entered feel much smaller and watched. Harlaheim was one of the oldest settlements on Agara, and the castle felt like the ages old stones it was made of. Even the circular mahogany table holding thirty chairs was dwarfed in comparison to the grand chamber and its epic and ancient dimensions. They sat at the two polished thrones that were laid with blue velvet and trimmed with golden crown inlays. Tapestries of twenty or more feet in length lined the walls, walls long enough to house a small army. The King and Queen of Harlaheim listened, not entirely, to the tax collectors findings, the morning sermons from the church, and the reports from the knights and lords of the realm. Most of these men were here on behalf of the true officers or nobles, which bored the young royalty even more. Rosana, a former princess of Caberra, waved her hand giving her royal approval as queen, after she saw her arranged husband do the same. Order after order, report after dull report, it was the same every morning.


  Richmond looked at Rosana, his queen, and admired her tan skin and dark eyes. He looked to her dark braids, perfect and exquisite beauty, and probed her delicate features for some emotion, a caring glance, anything. For six years now, there was none. His father had arranged the marriage, and it had fared both Caberra and Harlaheim well, but she was older and wiser than he. Her long gowns of blue and white, her innocence, her soft words from a kind and educated mind; he hated her and all that she pretended to be. In court she would tease with words, smile through men that would die for her, and speak so eloquently that the king looked much less noble and royal than she. Had he not needed an heir, he would have sent her back to her family in Caberra years ago. Not that an heir was in the immediate future, Rosana would have to visit her kings bed for that to occur. He wanted her just for that reason, desired her, and she was well aware of it. Besides his feelings of lust that he played out on chamber maids instead, Richmond had no desire to be near his two-faced queen and thought of arranging her untimely and accidental death many times.


  Queen Rosana did cast a look to her husband, and met his brown eyes staring back at hers. His long nose, his youth, curls of brown hair around his round uncaring face stood out to her. He was born and bred nobility, but not brave or just like his knights and lords of Harlaheim. When she looked upon Richmond, she saw a cowardly boy, flimsy and weak, dressed in the regal robes and adorned with a crown that he did not deserve. She felt herself a powerful ruler, fair and willful, yet wore the crown of a kingdom that had a child of a man as their king. Unless to murder his family off for more power, his sword would never see a scratch. His eyes never would gaze upon a battle and he would never lead, only command others to lead for him. Rosana despised Richmond, for all that he was and was not. Should it not benefit the people of two kingdoms, she would have left for Caberra years ago. The pressure for her to bear a child was diverted many times, as she could not bear herself to be closer to him than she was at this moment. Rosana wondered if her pompous husband had ever thought of killing her, like she did so often of him.


  The king and queen smiled at one another, false and full of contempt, but nonetheless the ruling couple looked united in front of their court. Heavy wooden doors opened, shedding light into the dim royal chamber, the castle guard walking with Bishop Javiel at a quickened pace. Past rows of stained glass and statues of old Aldane saints, the Bishop of Harlaheim marched in and looked troubled.


  “Your majesties, Bishop Javiel of Harlaheim wishes to speak to the court.” the sergeant bowed, followed by the Bishop, rising as the hands of the king and queen elevated in favor of his request.


  “Bishop, you look tired and fevered at the same time. What troubles you so?” Rosana motioned for him to stand before the thrones, at the proper position on the blue carpet before the steps to the raised dais.


  “Let him catch his breath my queen, it seems God did not grant him a horse this morning.” Richmond laughed, followed by all in the court, nearly twenty men in all. The queen did not follow suit in the acknowledgement of humor, nor did Javiel.


  “Your majesties, there is a matter of grave importance to the church that I wish to discuss and request your sanction of.” the old priest caught his breath and composed himself as the highest representation of the Aldane in the kingdom should.


  Silence fell over the court. “Speak, bishop, and we shall see.” Richmond always liked anything that cut the tedious boredom from his rule.


  “I have come across a relic, in the hands of those that were responsible for the sinking of the Altesani warship last month. Fugitives from Chazzrynn arrived with a holy scroll, most likely blasphemous and stolen in nature, yet a powerful artifact important to the church to be certain. They have it in the Tower of Kalzarius, and have not sought to allow any member of the clergy to view or appraise its validity.” Javiel chose his words carefully, yet accentuated the point of view to his favor.


  “I have heard of this scroll you speak of, in passing. Are you certain it is truly that important?” the king looked to his knights, a mere seven of them present at court today. He met the gaze of Sir Bernardus with his red beard, Sir Sebastian the young cousin of the Cardinal, Sir Sulian who was Savanno’s nephew, and Madame Florin who acted as Seneschal if, and when, the rulers were away from court. Sir Leonard and Sir Karai were both present from the knightly order of Saint Tarumin, and Sir Phillip stood behind his uncle, Sir Bernardus, as always. Richmond’s eyes fixed for a moment on Seneschal Florin’s dark eyes, short curls above her armor, and knightly uniform. They shared a brief understanding that they needed to speak, then she looked away from her king.


  “It is, your majesty. The scroll contains powers, possibly of a heretical nature that need to be identified and clarified by the church. Kalzarius, in league with Lord Savanno Lisario himself, unleashed something that had an effect on a minotaur fugitive they hide in the tower. He claims to have been given this relic by an immortal being, and will not relinquish it. This is dangerous and blasphemous in the highest regard of the charge, an offense against God and the church. I saw it with my own eyes, my king.” Javiel heard the doors open behind him, and the announcement of the Lord Knight Errant and the wizard Kalzarius. The Bishop smiled, feeling he had gotten the lead with the throne that he and the church needed.


  “Your Majesties, Kalzarius and the Lord Knight Erra-“


  The two men walked to stand on either side of Javiel, not waiting for introductions, and bowed quickly to the King and Queen of Harlaheim. “Your highness, my queen, the bishop speaks in error. He was most certainly invited to the tower, in fact we journeyed there together this morning.” Savanno spoke with his usual stern composure, honest and respectful. Many hushed whispers flowed through the court. All at the nobles table not certain why the bishop would dare accuse their leading lord of anything since his loyalty and piety to Alden were well known.


  “It seems he is confused then, my Lord Savanno.” Rosana quickly added her comment, discrediting the bishop that she could not abide already. Her eyes darted across the gaze of Sir Savanno, holding a smile back as best she could.


  “The scroll in question was found by Saberrak of Unlinn, in Chazzrynn, your majesty. It is not ours, the churches, or anyone else’s for that matter. He and his companions, three of them tied to nobility I might add, have decided to have it examined in my tower. They have traveled far to do so, and I request that they be allowed that courtesy.” Kalzarius tapped his staff on the stone floor beside the blue carpeted walkway, casting an echo throughout the great chamber.


  “The crafty warlock, Kalzarius, should also mention he has used the scroll’s powers of evil and gifted them to this criminal minotaur. I saw the invocation of rites and ritual into this killer beast, then he threatened me with his axe!” Javiel yelled, pointing his finger at both the wizard and the knights present.


  Arguing and threats issued from several of the knights toward the wizard. Then Savanno stood opposed the bishop, starting a heated discussion that was overwhelmed by the rest of the court sending their raised voices and decrees toward the center of the chamber. Shouts of blasphemy and treason could be heard, yells of rights of the church echoed, and rapiers began to pull from scabbards. The war of words continued for minutes, escalating into idle threats and challenges between church and knight, officer and priest, rights and justice. The Lord Knight Errant, leader of the Order of Saint Tarumin, most powerful lord under the rulers of Harlaheim, was powerless to gain control of the verbal battle. He stared for a moment, maybe more, at Rosana. Her beauty, her smile, and her eyes meeting his across the sea of dirty politics gave him hope. Hope that he would see her again tonight, alone, without all of the noise to distract them. Her eyes told him the same.


  Madame Florin attempted to get the kings attention, hoping he would stop laughing at this debate and give her an order or a sign of some sort. She needed to know whom to side with, whom to watch, and perhaps who to deal with secretly with her sword in the dark of night. He was too busy enjoying the mockery, and the lady knight fumed on the inside as his immaturity shone through again. She did, however, notice a long stare and caring glance from Savanno during the middle of the violent battle of tongues. She followed his stare, across the carpet, and to the throne on the left, right to the mutual look of Queen Rosana. Florin smiled, sheathing her rapier, having found exactly what she needed to in just a look. Her talk with the childish king would wait till later, after she had a meeting with Alec Silverblade and her men in the shadows of the city. A woman knew when another woman was in love, after all.


  “Enough! Enough, enough, enough, well done everyone. I am amused, but I am hungry.” Richmond laughed as he spoke, nodding to the bishop. He had enough problems with the shadow of Kalzarius the wise and eternal looming over his rule, and the pull that Savanno held as well. His father had left him with many men that had decades of glory and power beyond his, and he seized every opportunity to rise himself above it. This was simply another step for him, to gain the advantage over those he ruled. “Kalzarius, I admire your arts and devotion to foreign nobility. I could only hope that someday, you felt the same for your own kingdom. Lord Savanno, I sincerely question your loyalties to the knights you lead and to the crown in this matter. Perhaps there is something in this scroll or with those that carry it that needs some revealing, would you think?”


  Silence turned to hush whispers, heads lowered and bowed. Kalzarius and Savanno were humiliated by their king. Yet not defeated in their cause, as neither of them were willing to give up easily. They had to delay, and give James the time to reach Cristoff and return with the protection they needed. Time for Saberrak and the scroll of Annar to make way from the tower.


  Lord Savanno bowed, “Your majesties, if I may-“


  “Majesties? I do not recall the queen speaking to you. I asked you a question, and you give an answer to myself and my wife? What honor is there in that? I would expect better tactics from one such as yourself, Savanno. Continue.” Richmond the Second glared victorious at the leader of the knights of Harlaheim, knowing each step was a step closer to having a new hierarchy.


  “My king!” Kalzarius boomed his voice, slamming the end of the dark staff hard onto the stone. “This is enough petty talk of nonsense. We have a serious matter of refugees and a relic that needs protection, not interrogation, from our kingdom. These games of words are getting us nowhere. Perhaps the queen could shed some light on the matter.” the old wizard tried to turn the conversation around, and get things back to the real issue at hand. He hoped the queen would not stumble now that he had thrown her the floor most inappropriately.


  Tension as thick as molasses filled the silent chamber, all eyes on the queen. She looked across the men and women present, feeling their glares, their nervousness, and the hatred steaming from the king for Kalzarius. She knew that if she sided for the church, she would be discredited for merely following her husband’s careless and treacherous games of debate. If she sided with Kalzarius and Savanno, she would pay for it a hundred times over in the halls and corners of the castle, and risked someone watching her bedchamber too closely from then on. She would lose either way, and she accepted it. Rosana stood, and bowed to her king. “I will take my leave, my king. I do not feel well and must rest.”


  Lord Savanno and Kalzarius showed no emotion as she left. The robed wizard could not, for he had spoken loudly and was now further in embarrassment. Lord Savanno dared not show even a glance with all eyes on them before the throne. All bowed as the Queen of Harlaheim left the great hall, and retired to her chambers.


  “My lords, knights, and subjects, I feel we should also rest. Let us dine, cool our tempers and tongues, then reconvene this matter immediately following. Seneschal, a word if you will. The rest of you are dismissed to the dining hall, where I will see you in but a moment.” Richmond received his bows, and watched the old bearded wizard and the lord of his knights carefully as they headed not for the dining hall, but for the entrance to the castle. “Gentlemen, will you not dine with us?”


  “Keep walking Kalzarius, I will handle this matter.” Savanno whispered as he slowed his pace. “Get them ready, I will meet you on the road to the mountain with Cristoff.”


  “No Savanno, I am too old and stubborn for these cat and mouse chases. Go to Rosana, see what you can do there beyond romance. I will speak with the king now, and ruin his lunch.” Kalzarius turned, smiling, and walked back toward the throne.


  Sir Savanno was shocked, stunned for words, he had thought no one knew of he and the queen. His father who had died many years ago was close with Kalzarius, and the Lord honored the friendship they had and would trust the old wizard with anything. If word ever freed of his love affair, his execution would be known throughout many kingdoms. He could not help it, his heart had been hers since he laid eyes upon her. She had been deeply saddened by the arranged marriage, and was a woman that longed for a mature and brave man. What she ended up with was nothing of the sort, and both of them had seen Harlaheim decline since Richmond took the throne.


  “Your highness, forgive me. I would love to dine with thee, as I have many questions about the lack of naval support that the merchant ship received on the night of the Altestani attack in the bay. It seems that they were put in peril without a Harlian vessel in sight willing to help. I would much like to know about the naval officers and their priorities. Simply for the safety of the kingdom, for perhaps you are unaware of their deficiency.” his words like magical daggers as he walked to the dining hall, leaving a stunned expression on the young king. Kalzarius knew that his words would inflame the king, but he hoped to also keep the focus on him for some time.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The lord of the holy order of knights snuck around the corner, and up the stairs outside the castle hall. The guards were not minding his destination, and he crept in the shadows up winding stairs and servant balconies. Through two closets, around an unused room, then he lifted a tapestry depicting the feathered cross of Alden over Harlaheim. Savanno pushed the central stone in, and turned it, opening the door to the queen’s closet. He shut it behind him, quietly, and peered around the gowns, shoes, boots, and royal wardrobe and into the vanity. She was waiting there for him, her eyes full of tears that were ready to drop.


  Rosana rushed to him, throwing her arms around him, kissing his neck and face wildly. “I am sorry, my sweet lord, so sorry.”


  “There is nothing to be sorry for my queen, you did what you felt was best. Is the door locked?” Savanno began taking his tabard off and removing his swordbelt.


  The queen was undoing her strings in the back of her gown, “Where are they now? What is Richmond doing?” her eyes and cheeks were wet as she looked at her lover then to the sky releasing soft rains. She was hoping they had all the time in the world on this rainy day.


  Savanno unstrapped his chainmail and plates, piece by piece, and placed his armband with the feathered cross of Alden on the bed. “They are in the dining hall, Kalzarius has it all taken care of. We have not much time Rosana.”


  She kissed his rugged stern features, soaking them all in as her gown dropped to the floor as her knight loosed her ebony hair from the braids and pins that held it up. “I have missed you this week my love, my knight errant.” her kisses, matched by his, let out her words in staggered phrases and heavy breathing. The room had gotten warmer in mere moments. The two could barely talk as the passion of each others’ embrace took an intimate priority over the need for words or even air, neither could control it even if they had wanted to.


  Savanno’s tunic and pants fell after his leather boots. He walked quickly to the windows, shutting all of the drapes of the queen’s chamber. “I have had many meetings with a priest and a knight from the south, good men that the bishop wishes now to condemn. Forgive me, my wife.”


  “Do not say that word, for we will slip someday and someone will hear us!” she whispered loudly, but continued to kiss her husband as he lifted her to the bed.


  “Our marriage eight years ago in Caberra was in secret from your father the king, it remains a secret here in Harlaheim with this king. How can I not say what is on my lips and heart, but once or twice a week?” his hands pulled at her hair and gently stroked her curls over her naked tan body.


  “We will need to leave soon, seek refuge in Shanador, or Chazzrynn, my knight. This cannot go on much longer, he is suspicious and moreso each month. He wants an heir.” she closed her eyes, wishing they were somewhere else.


  “Soon, my love, very soon indeed. I have spoken to the Duke of Gillian several times, we will have refuge and safety. Just a little while longer.” Savanno loved his queen, his wife, as if it had been a thousand years since last he had been with her. He made love to her, and she to him, as if it would be yet another thousand years.


  Rosana could not help but feel safe in the arms of her husband, despite the consequences should either country or the church ever discover them. She prayed as they made love, prayed that they would leave soon. She held to that prayer tight, for dear life. For now she had not only she and her husband to worry for, but another life that had started three months earlier. The queen dared not tell Savanno he was to be a father, not until they were safely away from Harlaheim, forever.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Madame Florin motioned toward the thirty foot draperies of blue and gold, noticing a scarred and humbled Alec Silverblade awaiting his orders. She stared, and nodded twice, meaning he was to stay until the king left the throne room. She kept her course toward the king and bowed as she reached his feet. The others had all left for the dining hall and Richmond waited in anger at the words of the wizard, Kalzarius.


  “King Richmond, you asked for me?” her tone was playful and quiet, as usual. The king knew that she knew things unseen and unheard. He did not care how, and had no desire to find out. The only female Knight of Harlaheim was as deadly as any man, save perhaps Savanno or Sulian, but her skills at gathering the right information when needed were the real reason she was with title.


  “Yes, what have your ears heard, Florin? I know what your glances mean, and I am aware that you have knowledge of this scroll and the ones that carry it. How much?” the king whispered through his teeth, still gritting from the audacity of the old arcane teacher’s questions. The wizard must have someone on the inside that knows about his payoff from the south, but who? he thought. The king had been sent a large sum of gold to ensure no assistance came to the aid of whomever the Altestani ship would be hunting down. That gold, from Prince Johnas of Chazzrynn, had bought him some new chambermaids he was particularly fond of.


  “The scroll issue? Five thousand in gold. However, I have something better.” she rose and whispered into his ear, teasing the skin on his neck with her short curls of dark brown. “Shame upon your best knight and lord, perhaps Kalzarius as well since they are in league. Or, would you prefer just the scroll of Annar that dozens of men crave already?”


  “I care not about some relic of ancient history, burn it. I want those in power before me, my elders, to be gone so that my rule can rise higher than my fathers once did. I want Caberra, Shanador, Chazzrynn, and Altestan to fear and respect Harlaheim and me as they should. How much, Madame?” his whispers were filled with ambition and pride, angry and powerful.


  “Perhaps, we can get them all at once. Your enemies at court, the scroll, the foreigners who hide, and even your queen to behave as a queen should. All the while you reaping the silent glory and pulling power beneath you, my king. The price is twenty five thousand coin.” Florin dangled the sweet offer, and threw a number large enough so that he took her seriously. Also, it was large enough for her to retire on a villa in Caberra should she succeed, and she always did.


  “Agreed. When will this take place?” his impatience made him jitter in the throne. The vaults of Harlaheim were deep, vast and wealthy from many centuries of trade taxes and powerful cities that paid heavily for the protection of the kings that had ruled previous.


  “Today your majesty. But half to my keep, and blood first.” the lady knight, secretly the domenarch of the White Spider in Harlaheim , had always shook her deals with bloodstained hands. It was for sealing the agreement and effect, a reminder that breaking deals would result in bloody consequences, whether king or kin. She drew a dagger from her boot.


  Both cut their hands and shook as the blood hit the blue carpet in small drops that soaked into the lush velvet. “I will send someone to clean that up your highness.” Florin walked behind the throne and waited for the king to leave to the dining hall.


  Alec bowed to his superior, Madame Florin, his face still red and swollen, cut from jaw to ear across his nose from his duel with Shinayne T’Sarrin, and pain in his chest as well from the recent laceration. “What must I do, Florin.”


  “By hell you look awful, what happened to your face?”


  “A duel with the highborne elf. Lives up to her name, for now. Killed five of my men as well. You needed me, Madame?”


  “Are you capable in this poor form?”


  “Very.”


  “Then head to the balcony by the queen’s chambers, I will take my guards to her door and demand entrance. When Savanno comes out, challenge him. He will be out of sorts from his little romance and not ready for you. Kill him in view, but make it look honorable, Alec. I will have the queen arrested, then we make for the tower to take the rest. I know a way to get in, from underneath. Are you well enough to for this, or perhaps the elven woman’s cuts require more time to heal?” her smile was enough to scare children from fifty feet away.


  “I am well, Florin. I will have my blades in her chest very soon.” Alec was still burning inside, despite the healing ointments for the outside he had received. His playful smiles seemed to have vanished with this scar to his handsome face and pride.


  “Use that anger you have there, the anger on your pretty nose, and head to the balcony.” Florin knew that this one, her best swordsman, would do anything for her at any time. She had trained him for almost fifteen years since she was in her twentieth season and rising already through the ranks of the White Spider.


  “Yes Madame, consider it done. What of the other knights, his nephew Sulian?” the young scarred swordsman backed up, uncomfortable with her grin.


  “Once I am Lady Knight Errant they will not matter. I will serve the kingdom and strengthen both us and our patriarch. Now go.” Florin turned to the great hall to find her guards and expose the nobility of L’Herrim castle. My master Johnas Valhera will be most pleased as well, she thought.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  They both heard it, someone outside on the balcony, moving slow and drawing a blade. Savanno rushed out of bed, throwing his clothes on as fast as he could, quietly. Rosana did the same, assisting her knight with his armor, neither speaking a word. The knock at the door came, a woman’s voice followed in a demanding tone that they ignored. It had only been an hour, hardly near the time the two had hoped for.


  “They know about us, what do we do?” Rosana tried to remain calm, her eyes darting back and forth, tears welling and her breath shortening.


  “I will go to Kalzarius’ tower and remain hidden, they know nothing and have no proof. I must meet my cousin, Cristoff outside the city. Once that is done, I will come and get you and we leave for Shanador. I promise.” the lord strapped on his blade, kissed his wife, and made for the closet. “Deny anything, say nothing. I love you Rosana.”


  The banging continued, Madame Florin’s voice more stern and accusatory with each moment. The queen of Harlaheim got dressed in her evening gown, and noticed the armband of her knight on the bed. She quickly picked it up just as the door unlocked revealing several guards and the lady knight.


  “Where is he?! Lord Knight Errant Savanno Lisario, where is he?!” the lady domenarch of the White Spider drew her rapier and searched the queen’s chambers with her men. She noticed the queen hiding something behind her back, and moved to take it from her.


  “Don’t you dare, Florin. The king shall hear of this at once. Now leave my chambers! You are but a knight with a false title! You wish I was not here as queen, however I am here, and you will be punished. The king will know of this!” Rosana stood firm, balling the armband into her fist to hide it.


  “He already has, your majesty. Why do you think I am here?” the knight looked at the queen’s hands, seeing nothing, and continued to search the room.


  “I know not what you speak of, and you shall pay dearly for your false accusations!” Rosana saw the manacles come off Florin’s hip. She quickly tossed the armband of her husband’s to the floor and kicked it under the bed, knowing they would ask for her hands.


  “You can explain your adultery and lies to his majesty, save your breath.” the Harlian woman opened and bound the queen’s hands, and motioned for the guards to take her. Florin searched every window, doorway, piece of furniture, and even the latrine. The she saw it, under the bed that smelled of lust, the armband of Alden that the Lord Savanno wore. She picked it up, placing it in her belt. Florin smiled, and opened the drapes. She spotted Alec running down the stairs quickly, in obvious pursuit of someone that had made it to the streets. “Get him my scarred swordsman, get him and kill him.” she whispered in silent victory.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Savanno marched faster than he had ever marched before. He wondered how they had caught on, what it was after all these years. The only men that knew were Cristoff and Kalzarius, and even they knew little. He felt as though he should return and face whatever lack of evidence they would produce, but had a sense that he was being trailed. Savanno put his hand on his rapier, then felt someone at his side that was not there a moment earlier. He turned with his guard up, only to see the bearded master of the arcane floating alongside at the rapid pace he was keeping.


  “By Alden’s wings Kalzarius, I could have killed you right there!” he kept marching, sheathing his blade once more.


  “No, you could not have. They have arrested your lover, the queen.” the black robed professor continued to float inches from the ground, people parting ways for the two known men of Harlaheim. His words were sharp and full of disappointment at his old friend’s son.


  “My wife, wizard. We married in Caberra before she was given to Richmond many years ago.” his face stayed forward, emotionless and focused.


  “Secrets always reveal themselves in the wrong fashion, do they not? Stay on this street, you have an assassin behind you. Do not look, we need to get to the safety of the tower.” the wizard concentrated on Cilano, his best student. He uttered a few arcane words, and alerted him to raise the alarm throughout the tower.


  “What should I do Kalzarius?” Savanno seemed lost, lost like never before. No war, no outnumbered battle had ever dug in his chest this deep.


  “Do? About what? Your secret wife imprisoned, the scroll and it’s bearers in mortal danger, or the fact that the queen bears your child?” the old man had no reason to hold back at this point. “Wizards know these things, I assumed that you did not.”


  “Oh dear God. I must go back and get her now.” he began to break composure, to show worry and fear on his face.


  “No. They will kill you, they are waiting and hunting for you now. Florin has your armband, you will be charged, and the queen as well.” Kalzarius put his hand on the lord’s shoulder to keep him from turning around.


  “Then what do I do, and how do you know these things so quickly?”


  “You take the four companions to Soujan Mountain, to Ansharr. Cristoff and I will get the queen while Cilano holds the tower and you are away from the danger and drama. We will meet at Bradswellen Castle in Saint Erinsburg after the scroll is safe and the queen as well. Trust me, I can get her out of there, but I will wait till the time is right. Be patient. You will be followed, so you will need to keep off of the main roads.” the wizard raised his staff, which opened the gates to his stronghold, the guards taking positions as they walked in.


  “You swear you will get her out, promise me?!” Savanno looked behind him now, trying to spot the assassin and seeing nothing but city folk swarming the streets as normal.


  “It was not on my list of things to do today, but yes, I assure you. You and the queen will be fine. Just remember, you have the worst timing of any man I know, Savanno Lisario. Now get prepared with the others. You leave at nightfall from under the tower.” Kalzarius raised his staff again, the portcullis closed on it’s own, and he looked behind him as well. He knew that many were arrayed against him, too many this time.


  “Guards, seal the walls, the gates, and bar them. Get the archers to the courtyard, and prepare for siege.” it had been many years since Kalzarius had been under attack. No matter how many times he had survived it, the feeling was never a good one.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Cristoff II:I


  Bradswellen Castle, Saint Erinsburg, Harlaheim


  Another wave of arrows loosed from behind him, sending his hair whipping into his face from the close proximity of the projectiles. They were not aimed at him, but ordered by him to fire into the enemies approaching the city he was titled and ordered to protect for the kingdom of Harlaheim. Hundreds fired again as the Lord of Saint Erinsburg and his mount remained motionless, like one statue overlooking the great marshes of Kar Nossos. Soaked and cold from the morning rains with the city wall well behind he and his men, Cristoff Bradswellen the Third watched as more and more of the rotted beasts rose from the swamp. His men were nervous, having never seen so many at one time and it being the fourth assault this week already. His damp gray hair flowed over his ornate steel plate armor atop the black stallion. His beard caught the moisture that drizzled from the cloud entombed sky and his red cape fluttered in the slanted breeze. Despite the closeness of at least fifty of the undead creatures shambling toward the city in search of a meal, the armored lord had not even drawn his longsword. He thought of his daughter Marie and son Dominic, both away with their mother Isabella. All in their country home in Malais, Caberra, a week to the north and east. Since King Richmond the Second had taken rule, the pollution of the dead that walked had worsened from Devonmir. The wicked city of sorcerers and the arena produced many a horrid creature and corpse, most of which ended up in the Karnassos Marsh, then they found their way here in ever increasing numbers over the last ten years. He had sent his family away seven years ago, since his letters to the king, the cardinal, and his best friend and cousin Savanno had accomplished little. His son was almost twenty now, and his daughter but a few years behind. This was nothing that a father wanted his family to see.


  His mind wandered more, deep in thought, as the straggling forms of men, corrupted animals, ogre, and unrecognizable beasts sloshed through the marsh waters toward he and his line of men. Not breathing, eyes clouded over, rotted, and dead but risen once more from foul sorcery; the army of the hungry dead approached within fifty yards, arrows and flaming bolts protruding from them all. Cristoff felt age catching up with him. The rain made him ache, the wars of glory long over, and his children grown. His fathers had passed him much, yet he felt his legendary city was in a kingdom on the decline, devoid of its honor and wicked in its royalty. His wife had not passion left since their daughter was born, and Cristoff felt a man alone in a sickening world. The lord watched the arrows cease, even though he had not moved a muscle, not even a blink. Feeling that the men were growing nervous as dozens of gray skinned, fly swarmed, decaying dead began to moan at the smell of living men; Cristoff pulled his blade of gold and rubies with his family name etched on the holy magical steel. He raised it high, cross pommel against his wrist, then pointed toward the horde as they began a mismatched charge of their own toward him, toward human flesh.


  Two hundred men and boys charged, fifty on horseback with lances ahead, the others on foot with swords and shields. The standard bearing young men waved the crown and rose on red cloth with gold, and they waved them proud for their lord, but none here felt much loyalty to Richmond the Second. Half these men were older and could rule better if given the chance. As lances pierced wretched and ghastly corpses, blades cut them down as they tried to stand again. The army of Saint Erinsburg had held the horrors of Devonmir at bay for centuries, and not one king ever stopped whatever caused it. Cristoff knew that the taxes and bribes from the arcane arena city of the dark magicks were triple that of all the cities in Harlaheim combined, and nothing could be done about it. Rich necromancers with noble ties and endless wealth, all a greedy king would care to be bothered with. The walking dead would not interest him when there was a lord and an army to halt them.


  A giant form rose from the stench and swamp, nearly twelve feet tall and decayed flesh of gray and green sagged over the enormous bones. Red eyes clouded with gray, covered in leeches and marshweed, the hulking dead child of a Misathi giant roared and charged toward the lord, breaking his depressed thoughts. Cristoff charged, with little emotion, no fear, and aimed his blade out at yet another of the walking dead. The huge hands swung to grab at he and his horse. Too slow for the veteran soldier, Lord Bradswellen cleaved the blade through the thick wrist leaving it dangling by purple lifeless sinew. He turned his steed, Leonis, and kicked the charge in again. The flat wetlands gave plenty of room to outmaneuver the dead, and Cristoff had battled here on rainy mornings hundreds of times. He reached down on his second pass, grabbing a stuck lance with his left hand from a writhing husk of a man. The lance plunged into the chest of the decomposing giant, which felt no pain, and he ducked under the massive reach as he swung at the other arm repeating the same cut. Turning Leonis once more, chased by a ton of rotted giant corpse flailing two loose hands and dripping black blood of the dead, Cristoff watched for a moment. His men had charged and leveled the mass of undead from the marsh with horse and lance. The second wave marched in, cutting them down and decapitating them with blades as they stood, then the return charge of his cavalry trampled again. Besides giving a few orders and picking out the largest foe, he was barely needed. His men were well trained, and unfortunately, far too experienced in this weekly battle with the washup from Devonmir. The giant ran at the Lord of Saint Erinsburg, his dead crimson eyes glaring at the amber eyes of his meal. Cristoff charged, turning at the last moment, slashing at the neck and flank of the massive corpse, encircling it to keep from being pummeled. Four cuts, then six, all to the throat and chest and flank of his opponent. The smell of the flesh disgusted him, the black blood covering his steel edge, and the beast fell to the wet ground as the head lopped to one side, severed.


  His men cheered, half heartedly, and the few dead and injured were tended to. There were no crates of wine or victory dances in the hall. No ladies in waiting cheering them on, no, these fights held little glory. The horror of fighting the dead of one’s own kingdom was sobering and somber, not worth celebrating. It was sad to the men, to their lord, and the people of the Saint Erinsburg, that the great kingdom of Harlaheim had fallen from the center of Agara. Their most beautiful city was relegated to holding back the undead where once it was a holy mecca of temples to Alden. Cristoff turned his steed, and headed back to the gate.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The choir sang softly, illuminating in voice the arched ceilings of the dark yet beautiful cathedral of L’Avia Sangrit. In warmer months this church would be busy with travelers from many countries coming to view the stained glass and ancient stones. Holy men, families, and historians flocked to the kingdom of Harlaheim to gaze upon the mission of Saint Tarumin, the cathedrals in Harlaheim, this ancient church in Saint Erinsburg, and many other sacred sites that the old country was famous for. Once, before Cristoff’s father’s time of rule, the Aldane Bishops of all kingdoms and the Cardinals met here, in Saint Erinsburg, for their holy summits. Due to the wars and rapid successions of royalty through suspected foul play, the most holy men of Alden gather in Acelinne, the capital of great Shanador now. That holy honor and glory much a lost relic influenced by prosperity, he realized, as he walked toward the altar of the feathered cross to pray.


  The young ladies of the church did not miss a note in their hymns to Alden, and sang of the sacrifice and forgiveness that the lord of the city came to speak to God about. Cristoff knelt before the golden cross held high on the wall behind the wooden rail and podium, he felt he was not alone.


  “Heavenly father, I have been besieged with a troubled heart and mind, please forgive me. The curses of Devonmir haunt this most holy of cities, my family lives away as result, and I have not the strength nor heart to carry on the fight without cause. My men kill the already dead, the kings dishonor the crown and church, and the men of your word keep distance from our dishonored lands. My battles for you and Harlaheim seem but a distant hope as all I have fought and prayed for seems lost and decaying beyond my power. In my heart you gave me the courage to lead great men, but the world has taken the honorable enemy and left me with corrupt ones on my back door. Should you see fit in your mercy and grace, o’ lord of heaven, challenge me once more, inspire me once more, let me bring honor to my family and my sword again in your name. Be it here, or Caberra, or Shanador I care not. I have always fought for you and family first, and my honor and loyalty to the throne second. Take me from here, from the misery that is Harlaheim, should it be your will that I carry on in your grace. In your holy name, Alden Lord of Heaven, bless me and keep my family safe. Amen.”


  His head remained low and bowed at the altar for unknown hours. Men and women came and went, the choir changed from female to male in their practices, yet one man remained in prayer with the lord of the city the entire time. Cristoff glanced at the man, younger by maybe two decades or less, from the south by his complexion and lighter eyes of blue. He noticed the white tabard and red feathered cross, crossed with a blue sash. A knight of Chazzrynn here in Saint Erinsburg? he thought. The man had been in prayer since he had entered, yet silent unlike Cristoff who prayed aloud. He was unsure what to make of the knight so devout and far from home.


  “You sir, you pray in silence to God at great length. May I ask why?” Lord Bradswellen felt this man at peace, and that his piety was in line with his own and also that he was hiding something.


  “I merely wait for you to finish my Lord. I have to speak with you on a matter, yet to interrupt you would be an insult to both you and Alden.” James raised his head and looked to the man he was told would be here in prayer this afternoon. Sir Andellis looked to the cousin of Lord Savanno and smiled.


  Cristoff stood and faced the foreign man, not sure whether he was mocking him or serious. “And what matter would you need to speak with me about inside the church? Tell me your name foreigner.” he was curious, on guard, and demanding, having had his fill of problems this day.


  James stood and bowed to Cristoff. “I am Sir James Andellis, Knight of Chazzrynn. I come to you here for it is safe and sacred ground. I was sent by Lord Knight Errant Savanno Lisario and Kalzarius to beg your assistance.”


  “My assistance? What could they possibly need me for?” Lord Bradswellen was turning his head, noting that this man was serious, and watched for anyone listening in. There was no one, so he continued. “This had better be on the level, Sir James, for I am not in the mood for games today, even from my cousin at court. Speak.”


  “There is much to say, perhaps as we prepare your men and supplies to head south to meet him?” James realized the time, and that if they did not leave soon the ride would take them long into the night.


  “South to where? My men and supplies? What is this you speak of?” Cristoff was as curious and wanting to hear it all as he was disbelieving in any true validity of the man before him.


  James reached in his beltpouch and produced the solid gold feathered cross and chain he had been given, handing it to Cristoff. “Lord Savanno told me to tell you that it was of the utmost importance, and not to leave here without you my lord. My friends and I carry a holy relic that we have been hunted for, and Savanno is certain that the church-“


  Cristoff began walking, knowing that this cross meant something more serious and dangerous than any messenger could explain. He thought back to when he had given this to Rosana, the young Caberran princess he had been fond of many years ago. His mind raced to a time when the wars were raging and Rosana had eyes only for Savanno and she had given him the cross of his to wear after their secret wedding. It was a secret that despite her arranged marriage to the young King of Harlaheim, the three of them had kept quiet for nearly two decades. Both men had loved the young woman, but she only had heart for his cousin. It was long ago, yet Cristoff knew that this cross was a symbol of the secrecy beyond any kingdom or duty, and one that he had to answer, for his cousin and friend who had married the woman he also loved all those years ago. As his heart yearned for years before he had met his wife Isabella, Cristoff knew that the arranged marriage of Rosana to Richmond the Second had deeply hurt his cousin. For Savanno to call on Cristoff in such fashion and bring to bear their old feud must mean dire circumstances indeed.


  “Come with me James Andellis, to Bradswellen Keep, and tell me everything.” he tucked the feathered cross in his beltpurse, and marched out of L’Avia Sangrit Cathedral.


  James kept in step to the lord’s side, knowing that whatever the token from Savanno meant, it had worked. The Knight of Chazzrynn told Cristoff everything he knew, trusting the fellow man of God.


  


  


  



  


   


   


   


  Exodus II:III


  Tower of Kalzarius, Harlaheim


  “Mysterious says the man with knowledge, strange says the nonbeliever, heresy speaketh the old, yet truth be told from the lips of those who have seen the light of God.” –Tarumin, Saint of Arouland, spoken to the standing armies as the great flood western waters rose to drown the inquisition legions of Altestan that had surrounded him at the hour of his ascension. Circa 64 B.C.


   


  Cilano led the troupe far below the ground floor of the tower, opening secret passages with arcane words and verse. Hidden stairwells, illusory walls, and doors in the solid stone opened at his whim as he was well trained in the mysterious machinations of his home. The tall blonde wizard of many years waited for the others, hoping Kalzarius would be here soon. Many protective spells and magicks had to be in place inside and outside the tower grounds to ward against the siege; the siege that would inevitably come as the old master had sent the silent alarms throughout the entire structure. Pulsing orange light flickered from every torch sconce, every candle, and a faint hum could be felt to anyone inside. The tower of Kalzarius was preparing.


  “How much farther wizard?” Saberrak the gray huffed, having trouble fitting in some of the smaller passages and stairwells. He rationed that they were not thinking of escaping minotaurs when this route was built.


  “Fear not, Saberrak, we are almost there. Soon, you will be on the outside once more.” Cilano waited for the massive horned warrior to pass him into the long forgotten tomb of Harlaheim.


  The open chambers were grand and full of statues and crypts to the nobility of a past millennia. Since the Ante Delunum, when the flood receded and the Agarian calendar was changed and Tarumin was canonized a saint; this ancient mausoleum had been all but lost and abandoned. There were few in the new age that held on to the teachings and histories of kings from Batras Catasylum; the age before the great deluge that altered the known world and set Altestan and Agara even further apart. Cilano and Kalzarius had spent many an hour down here in study and memory of the past with but the ancient dead in their tombs to keep them company.


  Shinayne kept to the shadows on the right of the chamber, admiring the glistening stones and gold inlays in the burial homes of ancient nobility. Azenairk followed her, softly whispering prayers to Vundren for safe passage through a realm of the dead underground. Saberrak and Savanno walked up the middle of the chamber, slowing their pace in hopes that Kalzarius would catch up quickly from his preparations for the siege. Gwenneth held her dark oak staff high, concentrating for the blink of an eye as soft yellow light poured from the wooden focus in her hand and illuminated the dark caverns under the city for all to see.


  “Wait there, wait there.” Kalzarius whispered loudly as he floated down the curving stairs into the ages old tomb. “Gwenneth Lazlette, dim your light some my child.”


  Gwenne did as she was asked, still quiet and angry on the inside for not being able to stay longer with her old master. The others gathered close to the white robed wizard, black arcane designs of his robes shimmering in the low light of the underground cemetery. “Why must we leave now if your tower is so well guarded, Kalzarius?”


  “It is Gwenne, it is, but this time, these years, things are different. The king has darker allies than his forefathers, the Cardinal is away leaving the Bishop to his dealings which you have seen are not in our favor. I fear this siege, should it occur, will be beyond what I have ever seen. I do not wish taking the chance of losing the scroll or any of you to petty politics of an unpopular king seeking to glorify his name by killing myself or Savanno.” he knew they could not understand, would not, but he had not the time to explain.


  “Savanno? What does this have to do with him?” Lady T’Sarrin spoke up, not sure what, if any, tie there was to one that led the knights of the kingdom for the king. “Should the king not have your ear, my lord?”


  “Not now, my lady, it is complicated.” the Lord Knight Errant bowed to the elf.


  “Savanno, you will take them to the road, through the foothills of the Zuran Mountains. Follow it north, but before reaching Saint Tarumin, turn east toward Soujan Mountain. You know which peak I speak of, and there is no road to take you there. Send Cristoff to see me after you are safe, I will need his assistance and eyes at the king’s court if they indeed do lay siege to the tower.” Kalzarius handed Gwenneth a platinum ring with several inscriptions and small garnets upon it.


  “What is this?” she held it to the light, feeling its arcane power and perfection.


  “Something I crafted long ago, a ring that can absorb dark energies and transmit them into harmless arcane if held up and the proper words are spoken.”


  “And the words are those written on the band?” Gwenneth put it on, its shape slimming to her finger with a red glow and resting to a perfect fit.


  “Of course Gwenne, now take care. Remember, do not let anything happen to that scroll, any of you. I leave you in the safe keeping of the Lord Knight Errant. Seek Ansharr on the ancient peak as I have instructed. Tell her everything, she will understand. Farewell.” the old wizard handed Savanno an old steel key and bowed. He walked back through the undercity with Cilano, fearing what onslaught may already be occurring above ground.


  “What is the key for, Lord Savanno?” Zen asked, interested in keys for some time now.


  “The entrance to the tomb we are in, good priest. Once we are out of here, we head to the foothills and follow the-“ he noticed the minotaur, the dwarf, the elf, and even Gwenne had slowly surrounding him. Not threateningly, but as if they intended to get answers out of him. They had waited till Kalzarius and Cilano had gone.


  “I apologize for any disrespect to your title, my lord. However, you sent our friend James to fetch your cousin in Saint Erinsburg and now you are leading us somewhere without Kalzarius or his men. You can see, perhaps, our suspicion. Whatever secrecy you are withholding from us has run its course, so out with it.” Lady T’Sarrin made no apologies beyond that, and motioned for Saberrak, Zen, and Gwenne to be ready. Her hands on her blade hilts, her aquamarine eyes stared into the deep brown eyes of the Lord Knight Errant of Harlaheim, a serious stare that would demand answers.


  Savanno wanted to lie, felt it for the first time since his youth. He could talk his way out or lean on his title, yet he stopped himself, feeling his conscience at odds with all that was going on. “There is no time Shinayne, we can talk later about such-“


  Her blades out in a flash, the curved elven shortblade at his throat as his hand went for his rapier. Her longblade was on his wrist, and should he move for his weapon, the elven swordswoman had no remorse in cutting him. “I do not want to hurt you, just see that my friends and I are safe. I need, we need to trust you. So again, Lord Savanno, out with it.”


  “Very well.” he lowered his arm and backed up a step from the elf’s weapons, backing into the chest of the gray gladiator. “King Richmond not only wants your scroll, he desires power over myself and Kalzarius. His rule is weak, and he seeks to discredit or be rid of us one way or another. He knows the old wizard and I are friends and are against the bishop. He sided with the church for political reasons that, unfortunately, you are now caught in. And he is suspicious of the queen and I. He will stop at nothing now, and I feel we need-“


  “Wait just wait. Wait a moment my lord. Does he have reason to be suspicious?” Shinayne stared at him, to test the man’s honesty.


  Savanno stared back at her. “Yes. And now he thinks he has proof. I am sorry you are all in this, but now, we have no choice but to leave and let the dust settle a bit.”


  “So you are sleeping with the queen? Wonderful! I have to leave the tower because our ally in this is committing-“ Gwenne was interrupted with a raised voice.


  “I am not committing adultery! Rosana is my wife from long before she came to this kingdom. Her father, the King of Caberra, would not ever let her marry anyone less than a one-day king, so we married in secret.” Savanno’s face was red, staring at Gwenneth, then the others. “If I could get her out of Castle L’Herrim, I would. If they see me, I am a dead man. By the time I reach Saint Erinsburg, someone else will have my title, my keep, my men, and all I hope is that Kalzarius can get her out safely and meet me. So I go with you because I swore to, for I believe in you and I know what I saw and felt in that tower with the scroll of Annar. For right now, I would much rather rescue my wife from that bastard child on the throne.”


  Silence in the gloom of the ancient mausoleum of royalty far underground, there was not a sound. Each of them looked to one another, and at the lord in front of them. They rested their arms from their weapons, and let him walk toward the entrance to the outside.


  “Well then, my lord, I believe that will answer our questions for now. Please, lead on.” Shinayne felt for the man, and could sense his longing heart and honor. She knew how that felt, and wished it upon no one else. Saberrak, the priest, and the wizard followed the two in front. They all smiled behind the lord’s back, knowing he was probably in deeper danger than they were. The light from afternoon sunlight beamed in as Savanno turned the key and pulled the old stone door. Saberrak helped, as the human man of some years now was having difficulty.


  “Bet if this was the queens door it would not be so heavy, would it?” the minotaur snorted jokingly.


  “Not funny Saberrak the gray… not funny.” Savanno laughed anyway, his face red as they pried their way to the outside world. The gray minotaur and the lord gave one more heave, sending the door open to full length. They shielded their eyes from the intense sun that was escaping through a few clouds for just a moment or two.


  Azenairk Thalanaxe walked outside, admiring the forested foothills and the small mountain range in the near distant east. It had been a trek of almost an hour under the tower and city to get here, but well worth it for the dwarf who had been waiting to get far away from the dangerous politics of Harlaheim. His rusty iron box in his pouch reminded him of his purpose and promise every time he felt it. He walked into the diminishing sunlight as the clouds smothered them once more, and took in a breath of fresh moist air. Zen waited for Saberrak and the lord to close the stone door to the tomb. “This is much more to my liking here, let’s be off then.”


  Young Lazlette focused for a moment, sensing the lack of anything arcane in the area, and followed the priest. Despite her desire to learn from the tomes of Kalzarius, her mood improved greatly with the sense of more travel, and meeting an ancient dragon. Gwenne had read much of the histories of dragons and knew that some had gifts in the arcane that no human could possibly access. Her desire for more knowledge, forbidden, lost, or otherwise, drove her will to find the good in the upcoming journey, though her sour mood was still visible.


  Lord Savanno marched toward the old dirt road past the first foothill to the east, the road to the Mission of Saint Tarumin. The elven noblewoman and the gray minotaur close behind him, Lord Lisario thought of his queen, his wife, and prayed silently for Alden’s grace. He prayed for James and Cristoff, that they had met and all was as he hoped it would be, God willing. “Only a few hours here then we turn north toward Soujan Mountain. It will be dark by then, but my cousin Cristoff will meet us with supplies and men if James succeeded. Once we get you to this, Ansharr, safely, in a few days Cristoff and I will leave for Saint Erinsburg to meet with Kalzarius. You will be most welcome there, should your travels-“


  “Ambush!” Shinayne pushed the lord behind a tree as arrows whistled through the evening air by the dozens. Her keen elven ears had heard the bowstrings in the forest and the slightest footsteps ahead in the bend of the muddy road. Her blades were out in less than a second and she took cover behind the tree she had just shoved Savanno behind, her body shielding his.


  Another volley of arrows descended at the group, this time met by a shimmering clear barrier of arcane force from Gwenneth Lazlette. The magical wall halted most of the arrows, save the few that deflected off of tree branches and far outside the boundaries of the immense protective shield. The whinnying of horses and battle charged footsteps of many human soldiers trampled the silence of the hilled forest road. Gwenne counted four on horseback and four times that on foot with rapiers drawn on a downhill run toward them. Her protective warding, easy as it was for her to maintain, would not stop a man from walking through it, only smaller objects such as the arrows being fired from the hidden archers.


  “Savanno Lisario and company, you are under arrest by order of King Richmond the Second and the church of Alden! You have been charged with treason, adultery, heresy, and conspiracy to the throne! Lay down your arms, for we will bring you in alive or dead at your choosing!” Sir Bernardus yelled from the safety of his cavalry and soldiers. His rapier was drawn and signaling the charge while he spoke, his smile from under his red beard and fat face was plain to those that were looking; for he meant not to take anyone peacefully.


  “It seems you would prefer to bring us in dead by the looks of your arrows, Bernardus! Bring your blade to meet mine, and we shall see what God chooses!” Savanno drew his heavy steel rapier and readied himself for the coming soldiers and horsemen.


  Zen began running up the hill around the flank of the archers, shield raised and crouching low. “Gwenneth!” he pointed up to the archers on the right near him, then to her, and then to the left side of the opposing hill from where more feathered projectiles were originating. The dwarven priest hustled in his heavy plate armor after seeing her nod of affirmation that she would take care of her half of the soldiers with bows.


  Saberrak drew his greataxe off of his back with his right hand, and pulled the curved shamshir blade in his left. Lowering his horns, his gaze with his dark eyes and tattoos of his horns underneath slowed the charge of several men. Shinayne stepped out with Savanno Lisario on either side of Saberrak, the three of them marching in time directly into the wave of fifteen men rushing across the muddy road intent on their demise. The first four soldiers passed through the glowing wall of arcane defense, and dove point first, to the three warriors standing to meet them. The reach of the greataxe easily cleaved into the side of one man, his screams and bone crunched fall was muffled in comparison to the soldier who lost his swordarm at the shoulder from the heavy slash of the minotaur’s curved shamshir at the same moment.


  Savanno stepped back one foot and lunged low, falling short intentionally as his opponent swung at his head with the rapier. The lord parried, then cut across the man’s chest, subsequently kicking him in the stomach and sending him to the mud. Another high slashing cut was ducked by the Harlian lord, missing his shaved head by inches; he followed with a slash to the soldier’s thigh, then across the left flank, and finished him with a thrust through the chest.


  Three men rushed the elven swordswoman as she stood motionless, blades lowered. She turned sideways avoiding two of the rapier points, and ducked the cut meant for her neck. Her elven blades twirled round once, then arced out at the swords of the outside opponents. Cutting their forearms deep and following with two quick stabs into the thighs of the middle soldier, Shinayne positioned herself closer. As he dropped to the wet dirt road, the two that were now flanking her attempted to lunge again with weakened grips from injury. Shinayne spun, blades at chest level, and flicked her wrists up upon impact. Disarming both the men, and continuing her turn, she lacerated them both across the upper thighs. Seeing more men and a soldier on horse aimed for her, the elven woman backpedaled, leaving her three opponents moaning in the mud from severe swordcuts and bleeding, incapable of further threat.


  Gwenneth Lazlette pointed her black and gold inscribed wand of glass at the archers she could see on the hills and in the trees, though few in the clouded dark of evening. Suddenly light shone all through the hillsides, bright as the day in yellow and gold tones. She looked, seeing over a dozen archers now, all under a sun that was not shining from the sky. The wizard saw Azenairk, beams of golden illumination swirling from his free hand that clutched his Hammerpiece holy symbol of the dwarven God, Vundren. The lights gave away all the archers, even blinding those close to the dwarven priest as he marched further uphill to face them. “Hislliam fress delthium!” no light emitted from her focused wand, yet the multitude of flares and flames lit the hillside as the bows held by the soldiers ignited. Gwenne smiled, seeing the ranged enemies drop the flames that were once their weapons, and reach for their swords in disbelief. “Jasrede invulisam!” she pointed both staff and wand at the soldiers now traversing the forested slope, sending a wave of purple light spinning toward them. It crashed into the ground with intense force, knocking at least ten of them to the ground, the rest stared. The hum and dazzling swirling lights that remained had them entranced, wanting to touch the magic, yet too busy watching the display of color to do so. Gwenneth moved closer, concentrating on the inviting energies that had their enemies on the hillside enthralled and stunned at the same time.


  The long horns of the minotaur pierced through the chainmail of the soldier he had charged. The screaming soldier was flung to the left into one of his own men with a quick and brutal whip of Saberrak’s neck. His eyes felt the tingle and misty blue haze covering his vision despite his efforts to stop it. A horseman charged in, lance lowered at the gray gladiator as a look of confusion crossed his face toward the blue glow from the minotaur’s eyes. Saberrak cleaved the lance with the curved sword then followed with a downward chop of the greataxe into the cavalryman’s chest, sending him off the back of his horse and into death. Shaking his head to clear the blue haze, the horned warrior strode into the morass of men still daring to charge him.


  The rapier of Savanno dug deep into the side of the mounted soldier to his left, then parried the cut from high with his blade and returned a killing blow deeper than the first. He rolled to the right through mud and wet grass as another horseman drove a lance at his chest. Gaining his footing, the Lord Knight Errant met another soldier on foot and parried his attack with his steel edge. Two quick ripostes later, the warrior of Sir Bernardus fell clasping a pair of holes in his shoulder. Savanno turned in time to see the charging horseman aim low with his lance again on the return, missing the deft veteran knight as he sidestepped.


  The two rapiers cut quickly against the dual matched elven blades of Shinayne, neither man able to get an attack through her inhumanly fast defenses. They cut across at her neck and face, tried to pierce her in the torso, and even attempted to disarm her. She would have none of it, matching each slash with a perfect parry, and each cut with a simple step to the side, then driving both her longblade and matching shortblade deep into the chests of the men in front of her. She had hoped to simply injure them, but their intensity warranted a quick kill. She could tell when an opponent was not going to give up. Shinayne T’Sarrin rushed across the battlefield, coming up behind one of the horseman. As he turned to begin yet another charge, his lance was cut twice to a short stick with but a handle. The elf went to disarm his rapier that he was about to draw, then he was gone. Yanked from his saddle by Saberrak the gray and thrown into another horseman who toppled horse and all into another footman.


  Flashes of white heat scorched through the night sky from Gwenneth, driving the young archers with no bows off into the forest to the west toward Harlaheim. Zen had knocked the life or wind out of five of the brave young men as he reached the summit of the small hillock; the soldiers fleeing his warhammer as much as the wizards’ spells. Savanno reached his rapier up to Sir Bernardus, pointing at his slightly plump stomach. Another sword, that of the elf was tickling his side with the point. Yet a third lay across his chest, the curved shamshir of Saberrak. Three swords across him from different angles as he sat on his horse, rapier in hand yet knowing he was a dead man should he try to attack or run. His remaining men scattered or bleeding in the mud, he was surrounded. Bernardus watched as the dwarven priest and the wizard of Lazlette approached, smiling to each other. There was no issue of retreat given, yet several of his men headed westward down the dark valley toward the city, and Bernardus could not fault them. The Knight of Harlaheim had been beaten, and knew that Madame Florin was right when she had told him not to underestimate these fugitives from the south. He was undone, surrounded, and defeated; he lowered his rapier and waited.


  “Do you yield, Sir Bernardus of Harlaheim?”


  “This changes nothing Savanno. You are a wanted man, by the church, the king, and the knights you once led. You fled with these fugitives with a holy relic, and denied the word of your king. Your actions have spoken for you, against you.” he sheathed his rapier, one hand in the air, hearing his men scramble away here and there. Sir Bernardus dismounted slowly, three blades kept trained on him, and now the wizard and the armored priest surrounded him as well.


  “I say we kill him right here, one less enemy.” Saberrak snorted with his axe now tapping the knight’s shoulder as well. His hot breath was venting down on the back of Bernardus’ head, the blue glow in his eyes was gone.


  “Bernardus, you know me, you have for decades. We have fought in many battles side by side, and here you accuse me. Here, this night, you try and kill me. This is not the oath we took at the Mission of Saint Tarumin, nor the vows of knighthood we swore to each other several kings past.” Savanno was choking up, the words were forced out; he had never thought he would be on the receiving end of justice in the kingdom he had served so diligently.


  “We cannot just kill him, but we cannot have him following us either. Tie him up?” Shinayne looked to the reins on his horse, then to a tree, keeping her longblade near his chest.


  “Your oath to the Order of Saint Tarumin and the knights thereof was broken when this occurred.” Bernardus drew out from his pouch the white armband with the red feathered cross of Alden sewn into it. “Explain why this was found under the queen’s bed, Savanno.” the knight’s lip was trembling under his red beard, for he had looked up to this man in many ways, until now. “I requested to be the one to bring you in, from the king. Your disgrace has hurt me in ways you cannot imagine.”


  The veteran lord looked to his right arm, seeing the armband missing, and lowered his head. His shame was evident, shame not in his love for Rosana, but in disappointing his knights and the order. “It is far more complicated than you-“


  “I do not care to hear it! Now draw blades with me, or let me return to face dishonor. I will not lie to you though, I will gather more men and come for you. As will Florin, Sebastian, and others.” Bernardus had let the hate take over, his duty was blind and deaf in the face of a man he thought a once mentor. “You have my word that your nephew, Sir Sulian, will not be involved. Now make your move.” Bernardus placed the armband back in his pouch, and stood back awaiting the former Lord Knight Errant. He had hoped they would let him live, leave, and then he would have Savanno’s title and glory for himself.


  Silence. All eyes were once again on Savanno Lisario. Though he just wanted this day to not have had happened at all, he drew his rapier. Hearing the same from his brother knight and charge, he raised his eyes to meet him. “I am sorry, Bernardus, forgive me. The king is wicked and needs to be removed.”


  “God will forgive you, these criminals you travel with may trust you, but I have no choice but to kill you old friend. You are an enemy to the crown!” the red headed knight looked around at the others, knowing they may well kill him after anyway. His teacher before him, he could not let this injustice simply pass into the night.


  “Regardless, let these people take their leave to their journey. They will not harm you and I require your word that you will not pursue them. They have nothing to do with this Bernardus.”


  “All I will vow is this. After I kill you, I will return to gather more men and knights in Harlaheim. That is all the time they will get. I have no control over the will of the bishop, and he wants them dead and wants the scroll. The king supports this Savanno, you know our position. However, I will do my best to not be a part of it. This I swear to you.” Bernardus was shaking, his honor at stake, his old mentor a traitor in front of him, he had never dreamed of being in this situation.


  “Shinayne, Zen, Saberrak, Lady Lazlette, go on ahead, let us settle this alone if you will. Please.” Savanno bowed to them, pointing his rapier up the muddy road northeast into the foothills of the Zuran Mountains. He knew that Bernardus was a bit younger, bigger, and stronger; yet he knew that the man was no match for him with a blade, few were in Harlaheim. He needed to defend his honor, and respect the honor of Bernardus by meeting his challenge and beliefs with the blade.


  “Very well.” none spoke save the minotaur. He knew they would not approve, knew that their emotions may have other words to say. He spoke for them and turned to leave these men to their honor.


  Saberrak and the others walked the road, knowing that not too far ahead should be this man’s cousin and hopefully James Andellis. The sound of ringing steel echoed through the night air from behind them. The light from Gwenne’s staff allowed them to follow the road with little difficulty, as it seemed she was the only one not accustomed to traveling under cover of dusk. None of them spoke, for they all had the same thoughts. Regardless of who would win, nothing would change. They were once again on the run, fleeing from enemies they did not know and searching for safety in places they had never been. The walk, for all four of them, was a slow one that none cared to take quickly. Curiosity, concern, and fear of Savanno losing more than his honor made each step away harder to take.


  


  


  



  


   


   


   


  Kendari II:I


  Valhirst, Chazzrynn


  “All I know is that they sent Kaya and the minotaur who killed Heathen to Devonmir! Stop, please! I don’t know anything else, I swear! They sent them to head off the ones that have some scroll and are seeking some place far to the north and west. I overheard Prince Johnas and an agent speaking it in a meeting, that’s all!” the young boy, barely in his twenties, felt the blood burn his eyes and drip into his dark hair from the cuts on his abdomen. He had been here for the whole night, locked in some shack in Valhirst with this cursed and marked elven demon.


  “Keep it to a whisper please.” the Nadderi cautioned. “Then why were you following me, if all you know is of the orders given to someone else, Peidri of Valhirst, agent of the White Spider?” Kendari twisted his enchanted longsword that was emitting waves of rippling clear heat, Shiver.


  The boy screamed as the gloved hand of his captor covered his mouth. His wide eyes kept staring into the branded black swirls and menacing emerald eyes that decorated Kendari’s pale face. His pointed ears and tied back black hair only added to the shadowy presence of hopelessness as he tortured the boy that hung from his ankles upside down. The hand removed.


  “They only wanted me to report where you were going, nothing more!” more blood ran down his chest, sizzling flesh and small cuts he assumed now covered his stomach. He would not cry, tried not to cry out for help, knowing that this infamous killer would end him here if he did. Yet the pain was unbearable.


  “SSShhh…Peidri, my friend, you must remain quiet, remember? I do not want to have to cut off yet another finger, but if you insist on not whispering, well…” The elf bearing the Nadderi curse smiled, looking at the mutilated left hand that only held a thumb and an index finger. Had they boy been quiet, told the truth, and not been a member of the White Spider, he may have been more merciful. But since he had an underworld price of ten thousand in gold coin on his head from this organization of assassins and criminals, Kendari felt quite justified in making an example and getting some much needed information in the process.


  “No, no more fingers please. I need them, please don’t.” the young man whimpered softly, not wanting to die here. He had joined the White Spider from the streets he worked as a petty house thief and fence. He accepted the spider brand, the brotherhood, and the safety of using his talents for someone that needed them and could keep the law off of him. Peidri had no idea that something like this could happen.


  “Who else are they looking for? And be quick about it, the night is coming to an end.” the cursed elf cut him slowly again across the ribs, slightly, carefully, waiting till the blood ran and nothing more. A little grimace of pain ended the cutting for a moment. The sound and aroma of burning flesh filled the small warehouse office the Nadderi swordsman had led the criminal youth to.


  “The captain of the guard, the new one, Balric. He, he, he is missing they say, and took the Prince’s whore and wizard with him. Harlian man, and very quiet that one. We all thought he was a spy from the north. That’s all I know!” he whispered to the black clad killer in the dark, seeing only a faint trail of moonlight trickling in from a separation in the doorjamb.


  “And me? Why such a heavy price so suddenly? I killed many of you, yes, a month ago or more. Who set the price, Johnas?” Kendari poked Shiver into the human’s ribs, then again quickly, keeping the bloodflow and attention to his liking. More moans of agony and fear, which in his experiences, always produced the best results.


  “No. It was Salah-Cam, your old employer who put up the coin for your head. He met with the Prince and then we were notified. There are many assassins looking for you and that gold, be sure of it.” Peidri squirmed, wriggled, trying to shake loose or fall so that he may have a chance to reach his shortsword and run for it. His broken nose throbbed, the cuts all over him burned, and he wished only to be free from here. He would tell anything to this murderer and never return to Valhirst if it meant living to see another night.


  The cursed elf laughed, his fingers tickling the pyramid pommel of his other enchanted longsword as he paced circles around the youth who hung from the rafters. “Well then, there is no issue, heh, heh. Tell your prince that Salah is dead and he can keep the gold for himself. I killed him over a month ago, my friend. That should solve that easily enough, unless he wishes for more of his men to die at the end of my blades.”


  “I doubt he will believe me if I told him that, perhaps you should.”


  “Why would that be, poor Peidri? I could carve it on your chest, slowly. I am not stupid enough to meet your prince here in his city, so unfortunately, you will have to be the messenger.” Kendari chuckled and thought of how pathetic Salah-Cam, his old wretched wizard employer, must have been to pay others to do his dirty work. What a sniveling coward, good riddance. Armless, headless, and still his legend of failure lives on, he thought cheerfully. He eyed the boy, wondering how much room he would need for a message on his flesh.


  “He won’t believe me because Salah-Cam is with him under the city, he arrived three days past.” Peidri closed his eyes, feeling that those words may either throw this elf off track, or end him right now.


  “That is impossible boy.”


  “I swear it, do I look in a position to lie? He is old, thin faced and even sickly looking, almost like he is a walking corpse he’s so old. Some of the men said he had an odor to him, and that his eyes glow a strange shade of black and green. He has strange lacerations on his arms and neck, and some say he does not breathe. The men fear him because he seems as if he should not be alive, yet he is and-“


  Kendari plunged his straight blade down through the top of the boy’s throat and out the base of his skull. The choking and gurgling struggle mingled with the sound of searing blood and skin put the elf’s mind at ease. The boy flailed for a few moments, then he withdrew his sword, cleaned it on his victim’s cloak, and took a seat in the chair in the corner of the small office. He listened to the sound of dripping blood onto wooden flooring and thought of how that cursed sorcerer could be alive. He had cut off his arms and head, destroyed his vials of magicked liquids, even pierced his chest straight through. Kendari thought long and hard about his next move, to stay in Valhirst and finish Salah-Cam again, or head north after the noble elven beauty, Shinayne. There was no money in either, yet killing an elf with pair of swords felt better than taking a second attempt at slaying an old half-dead wizard any night to the Nadderi, especially in a city filled with men and women looking for him. He longed to see her eyes once more, smell her fragrance and fear, and cross blades with her; this time to her end.


  He sheathed his sword and snuck out the back of the warehouse office building near the wharf district, and headed into the shadows and alleys. He left the body hanging, knowing that the White Spider would find it soon and know exactly who had been there. Kendari pulled up his cloak to conceal his face, especially now that he was wanted with a heavy price from the deadliest organization of criminals on the continent. He looked to the docks through the cold winter gales that threatened more snow, seeing them calm and quiet. Nearly a hundred vessels, and the elven assassin spotted a few that appeared to be ready to sail perhaps in the morning. He had stowed away before, and could easily survive without much food or water for six days to Harlaheim. Kendari went to sneak a view of the manifests at the harbor port office to find which vessel to board.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  “The Seaweed Dragon, leaves for port of Harlaheim tomorrow morning with, let’s see here, dwarven whiskey and leather goods and who cares. Small galleon, crew of seventy, old merchants and a few dwarven traders aboard, perfect.” Kendari closed the book next to the drunken old port captain in the lighthouse he had broken into. The lantern light warmed him from the cold of Chazzrynn in winter, as did being next to someone he did not have to kill. The cursed elf looked from the shadows to pier seventeen, noting the two men on the bow and one in the crows nest on watch. He eyed the faded green paint on the dragon carvings that decorated the ship, and put two gold coins into the gray bearded officer’s lap as he silently crept back out the window. The man snored and stirred in his sleep as the rush of cold night air of the coastal city breezed in and then stopped. The Nadderi elf closed the wooden portal with scratched glass and vanished into shadow. “Easy enough.”


  Through dark overhangs of midnight lamplight from the docks, Kendari of Stillwood walked alone to the ships, so he thought. He stepped past some wreckage of boardwalk that was being repaired, and kept moving past the Seaweed Dragon as he realized he was being followed again. He turned to the left, heading back into the city from the pier, again he saw motion on the catwalks and rooftops of the massive port city. The cursed swordsman placed his hands on his weapons then turned right toward the manor district in hopes the trackers would stay clear of the wealthy homes of nobles and such. No luck, more men appeared in front of him from the lamplit sidestreets; he was surrounded from front, rear, and above. Kendari placed his back to a lamppost and waited as nine dark cloaked men moved in. He knew them to be who he thought, for no city guards were within sight, surely a courtesy of Prince Johnas Valhera. Three of the White Spider slid down metal ladders from the darkened balconies while the six others drew daggers, shortblades, and sabers and came within fifteen feet of the hunted swordsman.


  “Over two hundred thousand in Valhirst and you men are concerned with me. I am flattered.” Kendari drew Shiver from his left hip in his right hand, and reverse gripped his second longsword in his left.


  A taller and thinner human man stepped forward, lowering his cloak to reveal a clean shaven face with tattooed markings of a spider covering its entirety. His shaved head was pale and adorned with ringed piercings through ears, eyebrows, and his lips. The tall man drew a broadsword and a pouch of what sounded to be coins. The bag was tossed at Kendari’s feet and slid right up to his enchanted leather boot.


  “You get the coin and we get an ear. We say we killed you, you get to live and leave. Otherwise, you die here Kendari. I will take the ten thousand gold one way or the other.” his hazel eyes stared at the shorter elf, not leaving the intense gaze for even a blink and twirling his broadsword trying to intimidate the elven mark.


  The Nadderi elf flipped his cloak off with a laugh and a smile. His mouth moved to say something sarcastic and wise, but for once, he quieted in his bluff. His body nonchalantly turned as if to go into deep speech and thought, then sprang out with inhuman reflex that the night could not even fathom. As the eight men turned to see that he had attacked and they stumbled into that awareness, their decorated leader fell dead as his cut throat and punctured chest poured blood down his twitching body. Kendari turned to the rest, leaving the man to shudder into the afterlife on the cobblestones.


  “And then there were eight.” he smirked, twirling Shiver as they rushed him. The cursed swordsman took a low crouch, and waited till they were within reach of his longswords.


  Four cloaked agents slowed their pace, blades out at the elf, and waited for the circle to be full and inescapable on the cobblestone street. The elf waited too, and allowed them to encircle him completely. The eight were breathing heavy, their breath steaming in the chill air illuminated by the nearby lantern hanging from the hook on the wooden streetsign. The elf flinched, and all eight flinched in return, drawing that familiar smile across his black swirled countenance. Kendari feigned to jump in the air forward, then turned halfway in midair, landing into a backwards roll the opposite direction. Between the close quarters of human legs, he narrowly tumbled past and cut across as he spun on his boot heel in full circle. His left hand blade dropped two men to the ground after the edge severed their hamstrings through to the bone. As the remaining six gave chase, the Nadderi killer leapt and stabbed Shiver into the lantern that hung, knocking it to the ground. The loud shattering of glass and flash of light was gone in a blink, yet it was the darkness of the street that was now blinding all but Kendari.


  Shiver plunged into the side between the ribs of a young assassin as his backward held edge sliced open the abdomen of another. In the black of night they yelled and tried to tell one another where this deadly bounty was moving. Screams of pain and fear rang more than steel in the streets, as their words were cut short with the merciless death the elf dealt them. Two more men turned to face the rapidly moving shadow, only to have their chests split wide as they attempted to parry the weapons that cut them down. Another young agent dove his saber at Kendari, then felt his wrist severed and then his throat sliced through before he could raise a parry.


  “And then there were three.” the Nadderi walked directly toward the remaining men, fearless and confident. His eyes bore holes through theirs, Shiver steaming in the faint moonlight from the cloud hidden green and white moons. To his surprise, the men turned and ran. They rushed toward the inner city, not looking back, hoping the elven assassin was not in pursuit. Kendari stopped and waited for them to be out of sight, then turned back toward the docks. He stopped and picked up the bag of coins by the decorated corpse that had offered it. He sheathed one blade, then tossed the bag lightly in his free hand, testing the weight. Two hundred, maybe a few shy, he thought.


  “Two hundred gold crowns for an ear? Tempting my dead friend, but unfortunately I must decline.” the deadly swordsman of Stillwood laughed as he bowed. He walked over the two men crawling away from cut legs and dove his steel longsword into each of their backs. Their motion ceased in low groans and Kendari walked in the darkness to the ship he had decided upon, to Harlaheim and the trail of an elven noble and her allies who held something terribly valuable. Rumor had it they were heading somewhere west to more riches, dwarven riches. Kendari smiled as he pulled his cloak up once again.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Lavress II:I


  Temple of the Whitemoon, Caberra


  The wood elf hunter of the Hedim Anah strapped his curved and ancient blades tight, checked his armor and belts, and then slung his longbow and quiver over his back. He could not take his eyes off of the lush lilac and fern that now grew in the alcove to the left of the wooden vined throne. He watched hourly as the plants had grown mystical from where Bedesh the satyr from Haven Glen had been laid to rest. Somewhere deep in the earth, with Seirena, was his friend. Lavress Tilaniun held back the tears that wished to fall across his tan and tattooed face from topaz eyes. Distracting himself, the savage hunter tied his hair back, minding the braids and feathers that adorned it; each one of them a reminder of something or someone dear to him. He had no idea of how to tell Shinayne when he saw her that Bedesh of had perished. He did, however, have thoughts of facing the Nadderi murderer responsible and seeing if he was accepted into the earth so readily. Being devout of the Goddess of life and nature, Lavress could not see how Kendari was even allowed to walk the earth, but he would surely end that privilege in the future should he have the opportunity.


  “It is time Lavress. The temple of Princess Ramaya-nun has left us and will remain in Chazzrynn for some time. I will remain here with Kilbura, do not fear, I am safe great hunter of the Hedim Anah.” Finwell-dur’s voice was soft and audible, she was not speaking to his heart or aura as she sometimes did. Her small fairy form floated toward him, using her clear and radiant wings.


  “Were you able to locate the Nadderi elf that killed Bedesh and Jevendial, princess?” Lavress felt the pommel of his falcata, thinking of seeing Bedesh again, thinking of them running through forests together like the wolves that adorned his blade.


  “No, we were not.” Kilbura the sphinx and priest of the temple spoke with his deep feline voice. “We are uncertain if he is alive or dead. Some of the trees sensed the trolls were there for him, not to join him, but to kill him. The trees are rarely ever wrong, and I doubt after your battle, the hiroon’s battle, and Bedesh’s arrow, that he could have survived a swarm of trolls. No one is that deadly or powerful Lavress. I feel he is no more, you should concentrate on Eliah Shendrynn now.”


  “But no proof. He could be alive still.”


  “That is true, hunter. However, we are far from there now, at least ten days by the fastest vessel humans could make. Your elven senses and tracking are needed for more urgent things. The last stolen book of high elven magic is still in the hands of Eliah the traitor.” Kilbura was speaking in low tones, forcing Lavress to listen close, and to focus his mind on what was at hand, not revenge. The great cat with the face of a bearded man stretched his wings and yawned a deep breath.


  Lavress bowed deep to the princess Finwell-dur, touching the moon tattoo on his brow. “Blessings of the Mother upon you princess.”


  “And you as well, brave protector of the Hedim Anah.” Finwell-dur bowed her head, blonde locks and curls flowing from a wind that surrounded her glistening fey body.


  Kilbura walked out the chambers to the steps as dryads walked in and out of the tree roots that decorated the interior of the underground temple. Their naked forms lithe and graceful as any elven woman, they bowed to the priest and the hunter. Pixies, nixies, hand sized sprites, and every manner of pointy eared goblin and tiny gnome peaked out from the foliage to see the two as they walked the steps out of the sacred site. The air was warmer, the trees different, and Lavress noticed the goblins and gnomes looking at him with a myriad of colors to their eyes. They had not been in the temple before in Chazzrynn, he would have seen them.


  “Where did all the little ones come from, Kilbura?” Lavress squinted to see the small foot tall forms of green skinned fey with red eyes and wide smiles of sharp teeth from a handful of fast moving goblins and bearded gnomes.


  “Each temple is the same, yet different my elven friend. The chambers are the same, yet the life there differs at each location. Here in Caberra, goblins, gnomes and wisp fairies are more common; and all are welcome of course. The princess Ramaya-Nun is most likely seeing the cold and snow with all the sprites and nixies that Chazzrynn has to offer. If you were ever to travel to the temple in the far west, you would have princess Nunwar-Lan and kithian to greet you. The seven temples that remain to the Whitemoon host and protect a variety, Lavress.” Kilbura bowed in return to a small goblin that scurried past on the steps.


  “Kithian? Who is that?”


  “The kithian are the last of the cyclops, twice as tall as you and not like their giant cousins much at all. They live at peace with the Goddess, yet are fierce hunters that have a vision unlike any other race.”


  “I hope to be there one day, to see all the temples, my friend. Now, where am I to go?” the elven hunter took the last step into bright daylight of early morning. The air was dry and warm and the ground rocky and full of sparse forest and hills.


  “There.” the great sphinx pointed his feline paw toward the east where brown rocky cliffs appeared faintly as the sun rose behind him to the west.


  Lavress admired the stones of the sacred circle, all of them as tall as he. They were in the same places as in the other temple, yet the writing was older form and the stones were deep brown and polished instead of white and rough. “And what is there?”


  “The Cliffs of Selronis, on the other side near there is an old shrine to the Carician Gods of old. It is the one linked to the forgotten Gimmorian temple you first tracked the rogue noble to in the Deep South of Chazzrynn. It will be guarded, but by what I do not know. The princess and the fey court have sensed the book is there. When you find it, bring it back to us for we need to take them to the safety of Gualidura.” Kilbura stared at the cliffs, unable to sense what was there, for the old magicks were too strong.


  “Gualidura? To my home? Why not to Kilikala where they belong?” Lavress was puzzled, despite the distance over the Soltaic Ocean, he could not ration why they would go to his forested savage homeland.


  “There is much stirring in the elven homeland right now, too much to explain. They will be safe there until secure measures can be assured. Trust in the fey court, and please be careful.” Kilbura sat on all fours to pray and meditate the will of Seirena and safe passage for this brave wood elf.


  “I will return soon, high priest.” Lavress bowed as the wind blew across the barren trees of Caberra.


  His steps were light and quick, yet his mind ran with too much. Shinayne was near, to the south of here, he could feel her. He wished to see the girl he had been meeting only in serene elven dreams, and to hold her. Lavress wanted the sorrow of Bedesh to be over, so that he and the elven noblewoman could once again share in the warmth of each other.


  The scattered forest gave way, and the hunter ran through the uncomfortable open ground toward the Cliffs of Selronis. His keen senses seeing and hearing all the animals stir to the morning light, and watching for Kendari to spring from nowhere like a horrid specter. Running faster now, the wood elf of the Hedim Anah pushed his focus to the mission at hand, to face the renegade wizard once again. Eliah Shendrynn would not have forgotten him, and must be guarded well indeed to stay where he was for over a month. All Lavress thought of now was the book; for revenge, love, and sorrow had no place in the mind of a hunter such as he.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Exodus II:IV


  Tower of Kalzarius, Harlaheim


  Kalzarius looked down from the twentieth floor window, admiring the floating torches of orange, yellow, blues and green that swirled slowly around his home. He stroked his long gray beard and watched as normal lanterns amassed outside his walls and gates, hundreds of them in the crisp early dawn breeze as over a thousand soldiers marched the wet cobblestone to lay siege. The crown and rose banners were held high on the wind, and low on the tabards of the footman and archers that surrounded the massive marble tower. The old wizard saw his men stand fast behind the walls and gates, knowing their master and his arcane students had many a spell and protective barrier in place between the hundred of them and the thousands led by several mounted knights of Harlaheim. Kalzarius looked to see who was leading the siege, a siege that had the backing and order of both king and church. He saw Madame Florin on her black stallion, the noble Sir Sebastian to the south, and Bishop Javiel with Sir Phillip to the north. The old master of the arcane knew the woman had been too close to the king for far too long, and assumed she was in charge. Her guards that surrounded her were those of Savanno’s, the Lord Knight Errant; meaning she had replaced him and now led the knights of Harlaheim, but not those of the Order of Saint Tarumin. Only the Cardinal, Kalzarius knew, could order them to attack unless to defend the kingdom from foreign invasion. He hoped that those truly loyal to Alden and the church would find a way to stop the siege. Halberds, lances, rapiers, shields, and archers all pointed at the tower that his forefathers had built so long ago.


  Cilano opened the door to his master’s chamber and broke his concentration of the grim view he had seen so many times before. “Kalzarius, we are fully surrounded, there at least three thousand men and more on the way. What do we do?”


  “Sir Sulian, Sir Karai, nor Sir Leonard have joined the attack, which means we have hope in those knights still loyal to Lord Savanno, my student. I have the protective wards raised higher than any catapult could fire and it is about to be a very foggy morning indeed. “Honmar invonar sebilius!” Kalzarius raised his staff and right hand, closed his deep blue eyes, and concentrated on the ground around the tower. Mist and fog rolled in from the streets and thickened into a six foot high blanket that concealed all.


  “How long can we hold the barriers and fog? Five, maybe six days before you reach exhaustion? We need to prepare our students for battle and back them off with an offensive assault, master.” Cilano was nervous, he had never seen a siege of such size happen so quickly. Nor had he seen a bishop, the banners of the king, and three knights allied against Kalzarius and with them in such short supply of allies.


  “We need to give Gwenneth and her friends all the time we can. As long as the king thinks they are here with Savanno, we are victorious. We shall not open fire, magical or otherwise, unless we are breached. Until then, we remain peaceful in hopes that this political mess gets itself unwound. Is that understood?” the old wizard was very serious in his tone, gritting his teeth a bit even. He had been in this position, to one degree or another, several times. Only twice had he been forced to take life, and he regretted them both.


  “Understood master.” Cilano went to have the men ready the supplies, bring up the stored food, and relay the orders of non violence unless there was a breach to the capitan. He wondered how Kalzarius stood so calmly in the face of such odds. He floated down the spiral stairs that lined the outer walls of the tower interior. Past candelabras, chandeliers, sconces of arcane flame, and vast libraries; Cilano kept his pace hurried for he knew the capitan of the tower guard was just as worried at these numbers as he was.


  The arcane guards, wizards in training mostly, opened the front doors for the master student. He surveyed the tower grounds which were barely a hundred feet of grass, trees, and hedges between the tower and the outer wall. His levitation dismissed, Cilano walked to the gate on the western side of the ten foot stone wall that surrounded tower of Kalzarius. He could see the fog beyond that had engulfed the soldiers of Harlaheim, yet their lanterns were many. To a trained wizard such as he, the shimmer of arcane barrier was visible melding into the outer enclosure and rising fifty feet in the air all the way round. Cilano knew he could not hope to maintain a spell of that size for more than a few hours himself. The thick iron bars and spikes along the wall and gates would keep them out for now, and the barrier invisible would stop any aerial attacks. Despite all the protections, Cilano felt unsafe and knew that they were all in great danger.


  “Capitan, we have a standing order to not attack unless-“


  The gray cloaked capitan with his arcane symbols embellished on his armor and tabard handed Cilano a rolled up parchment with a wax seal upon it, the seal of the king. He said nothing, merely looking out the gate through the bars and into the fog; waiting for the first sign of attack. The veteran bodyguard and loyal capitan stood patient, allowing the right hand wizard of Kalzarius read the order he had been passed only minutes ago from a sergeant of Madame Florin’s brigade.


  “16 Janry, 345 A.D.


  By order of King Richmond L’Drannuis the Second, his majesty of the great kingdom of Harlaheim,


  Kalzarius Ar’Tallim of the great capital of Harlaheim, high wizard of the tower of Kalzarius, you are hereby ordered by his majesty the king to stand down your servant guards and students. You are to lower your fortress defenses, arcane and otherwise, and allow the knights of Lady Knight Errant Florin L’Milierre access to your property. By official sanction of Bishop Javiel Gerier, the high court of Harlaheim, and his majesty; you have been accused of conspiracy to the throne, treason, harboring fugitives and thieves of the church of Alden, blasphemy, heretical acts, and resisting the authority of the king. These crimes are laid upon you, your servants and students, and any and all on your property. You are also ordered to appear before the king with said fugitives and one Savanno Lisario, former knight of Harlaheim who it is believed you are also harboring. Failure to comply with local authorities stated above shall result in enforcement through military means. Should forceful action be taken against such duties, your life, lands, and chance of presentation before your king shall be forfeit. You have one hour from the time of delivery of this warranted order to comply with the agents of the kingdom.”


  Cilano knew the answer Kalzarius would give to this warrant, and felt even more unsure of their safety and survival of this seige knowing that Florin now held more power than any of the remaining knights; in fact, she now led them. He looked at the royal stamp on the wax seal, looked up to the silhouette of Kalzarius on the twentieth floor window, and tore the parchment into pieces then threw it back through the gate it was passed through.


  “Capitan, you have your orders from Kalzarius. They stand as such, be careful and be ready. In one hour they mean to charge us.” Cilano walked back to the tower to inform his master of the latest news.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Shinayne T’Sarrin was motionless in the tall oak tree she had climbed halfway up; the vantage from her perch on the branch allowed her to see for nearly a mile in any direction of the Harlaheim countryside. They had walked for hours in the darkness with only the low light of Gwenneth’s staff to guide them in this foreign land. Saberrak was posted by a tree where he watched the north, Azenairk by a small rocky hill keeping eye on the road ahead of them, and Gwenne sat on a dry log that had fallen and concentrated on her senses of the arcane. The owls and small animals of the waning night moved through the forests, curious of the travelers yet not daring to get too close. The green moon was a sliver overhead and the white moon, Carice, was barely much more behind it; truly a dark dawn slow to rise in a strange place.


  The young lady of Lazlette sensed something, several things enchanted with arcane energies nearing them but not coming directly. She felt them closer now, a crown that held protective spells from long ago, a ring with the same, and two swords; she recognized one of the blades, her father’s sword. Gwenne felt the magic radiating from the griffon pommeled broadsword of her late father, the blade James Andellis carried. She sensed them perhaps a mile away to the east, heading northeast on the road away from her.


  “I feel him, James is near and not alone. He is ahead of us on the road and moving at a steady pace. We should leave now, Savanno is not returning.” Gwenneth stood up and began to walk on the side of the muddy road toward the northeast, following her yellow light in the near darkness.


  “Are you certain it is him?” Saberrak picked up his greataxe that leaned on the tree and walked with her, wanting explanation for the arcane certainties she employed. He tried to see the sunrise through the hills and trees, yet it was as if the light avoided the morning.


  “Of course, minotaur. If I was not, would I be walking in the dark of early dawn to meet someone?” Gwenne retorted snidely and shook her head at the huge horned warrior.


  “I wouldn’t be surprised.” the minotaur returned the comment, yet followed her down the road.


  Azenairk Thalanaxe joined them, then stopped and looked to the tree where the elf was posted. “Lady Shinayne, we should go. Lord Savanno would have been here by now. It has been many hours.” he put his warhammer on his belt, secured it and walked forward slowly.


  “I will wait here a while longer, perhaps he-“


  “Elf!” Saberrak whispered loudly. “We have to leave. He is not our concern, he made his decision. More could be coming and James is up ahead. Let’s go!”


  Shinayne looked back to the western road they had walked, wanting to go and find the Harlian man that had helped them escape. The elven swordswoman climbed down the tree with grace and ease, her eyes scanning for any movement. She drew her blades slowly and took cover behind a tree, her back to the west and staring at her friends who were staring back at her. “Three horses, one man, heading this way. I can hear them from here.” she whispered low and nodded for them to take cover as well.


  All but Saberrak moved. The gray gladiator stood in the middle of the road, horns lowered and axe in hand. He snorted the air, his nostrils picking up the scent of blood and sweat from whomever was getting closer now. The minotaur crouched low, digging his heel in the mud and preparing to charge should it be anyone other than Lord Savanno. As the horses passed the treeline on the road, Saberrak saw the flash of steel as Shinayne’s blades appeared out across the man’s chest.


  Savanno turned to the elf that had caught him off guard, forcing a smile to his lips and raising his gaze from the blades to her eyes. “You should be further ahead by now, my lady.”


  Shinayne smiled and sheathed her swords, giving a bow to the former lord of knights. “We waited for you in hopes of your victory.”


  The dwarf spoke up quickly. “And a long victory it was indeed, we should be going. Gwenneth says that James is ahead on the road to the mission and with others.” Zen fiddled with his iron box in his pouch, wishing to get away from danger and closer to his secret promise he made to his father.


  Savanno handed the reins of two of the horses to Gwenne and the dwarven priest, then mounted the third himself. “Twas not the victory that took long, my apologies. It was the prayers and burial over my longtime friend Bernardus that slowed me.” the lord kicked his horse on ahead, his head low with sorrow. He had no choice in the matter, yet having killed one of his own knights left him feeling more grief and pain than he could imagine. He struggled with the meaning of it all, the young ruthless king, his wife, the knights, and now killing Bernardus. Savanno saw his actions and purity plain enough, however he did realize to those that viewing from the outside, he may appear to be guilty of what he had been accused. He began to wonder what the cost of it all would be, and to what end.


  “I am sorry for your friend, but it was either him or you. Those decisions are never easy, and I do not envy your position. Your help is greatly appreciated, Savanno.” Shinayne bowed to the human lord, feeling his sadness without any effort.


  All five of them shared more silence while trudging the road to the rendezvous in the foothills. Shinayne and Saberrak were on foot ahead of Savanno, Gwenne, and Azenairk on horseback. The minotaur smelled it just after the elven woman saw it; campfires, six or more off of the main road headed north now. They were camped in a small valley between two well forested hills, just as Savanno had instructed. Tents enough for twenty men and plenty of steeds as well, they even saw supply horses tethered and unpacked.


  “Cristoff.” the former Lord Knight Errant felt relief knowing he still had some allies.


  “James.” Shinayne whispered, having missed him and his blade this day. She cared for him as much as she worried for him.


  “Who goes there?!” several bowstrings drew back, the stretching noise creaking into the air and mingling with the crackling fires.


  “Lord Knight Errant Savanno Lisario and company to see Lord Cristoff Bradswellen the Third.” the Harlian man walked forward to the soldiers of his cousin, eager to see him in this most desperate time of need.


  “Yes my lord.” the man bowed, motioning for those hidden throughout the surrounding trees to lower their aim. He went into the blue and white tent in the rear of the camp, a dozen men taking a look at the strange company. These humans had obviously not seen much of elves, wizards, minotaurs or dwarves; yet they seemed as veteran soldiers that had seen many a battle. They bowed, albeit hesitantly at those present, and received the same in return, except for Saberrak who again would not bow.


  The tent flap flung open, a middle aged man in plate armor of fine decoration approached. His small silver crown held sapphires atop his long dark and graying hair and trimmed beard. His impression was one of leadership and confidence as he strode with hand on his sheathed longsword, blue cape flowing in the mild breeze, and his crown and rose emblems all polished. James Andellis walked behind the Lord of Saint Erinsburg, his eyes lowered as he saw Savanno, giving away that something was not right.


  “Well cousin, a fine mess we have here. Let us talk of how this could be salvaged, and how best to get the company of this scroll safely to Soujan Mountain.” Cristoff did not want to tell him of what his scouts had heard in Harlaheim last evening, and he had ordered James to silence in the matter. The noble lord reached out his hand to Savanno, pulled him close, and held him tight knowing that what he was about to tell him may very well push him over the edge.


  “I killed Sir Bernardus in a duel just a few hours ago cousin. More men will be trailing us soon, we have to move off the roads and get them to the dragon. Kalzarius is under siege by now, and we-“


  “I know Savanno, I know. Sir James has informed me of everything on our travel here. Scouts have reported more. There is something I must tell you, inside my friend.” Cristoff bowed to the bearers of the scroll, knowing he would have time to meet them in more detail and formality in the journey to the hidden mountain.


  “James, what is all that about?” Gwenneth was curious as to why the lord would not meet with them or speak in front of them. She looked to Saberrak, Zen, and Shinayne with the same puzzled look.


  “The siege has begun, and much larger than ever before. It seems the king wants Kalzarius and –“


  “We know all about the siege James, we were there as they were planning the defenses. What is it with Lord Savanno?” Saberrak huffed, not wanting too hear again things he was aware of on no sleep.


  “Savanno has been stripped of title and Lady Florin has taken his position. She also leads the attack on the tower that is supposed to begin tonight.” James lowered his head, not wanting to tell any more, remembering his vow to Cristoff.


  “And for being married to the queen in secret, he is lucky that is all he has suffered.” Gwenneth spoke up, not feeling all too sorry for the man who made his own decisions and knew well the consequences of such actions.


  “You know of that?” James looked up in surprise.


  “At this point, that fact is no longer a secret to anyone James. Savanno told us.” Shinayne knew there was more, but waited til the knight of Chazzrynn decided to tell them.


  “The king had Rosana imprisoned yesterday, and if found guilty at court, she will be executed.” the veteran knight hung his head, looking back at the tent.


  “So when is the court convening on the matter. Kalzarius and Savanno will come up with something surely.” the elven swordswoman looked under James’ hair for a glimpse as to the real meaning he was not sharing.


  “They had court when you left, and her execution is tomorrow night. She will face the guillotine for treason and adultery, and in front of Castle L’Herrim with at least two thousand soldiers in formation. It is hopeless.” James felt terrible for Savanno, and wished there was something he could do.


  They all lowered their heads as the scream of pain and denial echoed from the tent and into the dark forests outside of Harlaheim. Like a man who had fought legions for years only to find nothing to return to, Savanno sobbed and yelled his grief and agony for all to hear. He cursed Alden’s name, time and again for the armband and for his plight. Begging and pleading with God for this to not be, he tired eventually and fell into a deep sleep of shock and exhaustion.


  Cristoff emerged from the tent. “Men, pack our supplies. We head north through the valley pass to Soujan Mountain. Load Lord Savanno onto his horse. Scouts may leave now, but three of you remain to cover the rear. James, you and your allies ride in the front with me until midday, then we make camp. At night, we will ride ahead to your mountain to meet your dragon. The journey is two days, and we will have time to talk then.” no one questioned his orders for a moment, he had that aura of trust and nobility to him. They all knew the risk he was taking simply by being here, let alone assisting his cousin and those hunted for the scroll. Cristoff’s honor was apparent in word and deed. He mounted his black steed, and led the small army through the hills, watching his back for whoever may be sent from Harlaheim.
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  Lady Knight Errant Florin inspected her rapier, eyeing the perfect edge and black swirled steel crossguard. She paced in front of the thrones, admiring the empty one to the right of a tired and weary King Richmond. She played with her short curls of dark hair, and felt content with the day. The siege was awaiting orders from the king to begin assault, her agents of the White Spider in place by the entrance to the tombs that led under the tower of Kalzarius, and the queen was in prison awaiting her execution. With her new title, Savanno and his order of knights mostly under her rule, and the wizard kept busy; Florin’s hopes were reaching their summit. All that was left was for Richmond to invite her into his confidence even more, and she would have all the power in Harlaheim. If not, she would take it.


  “My king, I await your orders to attack. May I ask why you delay, your majesty?” her voice was soft, alluring, and full of care in all appearances. The grand chamber was empty, save the two of them, and Florin had all the time in the world to wait for his orders.


  “I have spoken to Rosana, and she is with child Florin. This goes no further, understood?” Richmond, despite his youth and treachery, was having second thoughts of executing his queen.


  “Is it yours, my liege?”


  “Of course it is not mine, you are well aware of what has been my marriage and why it bore me no heir, Florin! Do not toy with me.” his hands held his face above his regal garb as his elbows rested upon his knees.


  “So an unborn bastard and an adulteress die tomorrow night, what of it?” her words were cold and uncaring as she practiced her attacks and parries in the open air of the throne room.


  “You may think it an easy decision, but for me it is still ordering the death of the daughter of the king of Caberra who is with child. I need some time with my thoughts Florin, leave me.” his words were softer now, realizing the pressure he was under, and the repercussions his actions will have with the mighty naval kingdom to the north.


  The double wooden doors opened from the guards posted outside. In walked a soldier of Bernardus, dirty, injured, and weary from exhaustion. “Lady Florin, your majesty, I have news from the search my lords.”


  “Speak soldier, what is it?” Florin sheathed her blade and approached the man, making sure he did not soil the blue velvet carpet that led to the steps of the thrones.


  “My lady, Sir Bernardus is dead, Savanno killed him. Few of us escaped the minotaur and the spells of the wizard of Lazlette. They headed east on the mission road, but now they have left the road and make north with a small brigade. We believe the men are those of Lord Cristoff of Saint Erinsburg your majesty, yet we have no proof save that they came from that direction.” the soldier nearly collapsed before he finished, as the night was well into morning and his cuts looked in dire need of a priest’s attention.


  “Well my king, we can now add murder to Savanno’s list of charges. What are your orders against those that defy the crown?” Florin knelt at the base of the steps next to the fallen soldier.


  “I do not know, I am…uhhh…I need time. I need to speak to the queen again, and ummm…, the wizard and the…I wish to speak to Bishop Javiel, send someone please.” Richmond was confused, stuttering, beginning to crack as he realized more of his loyal subjects were against him, and his allies had foul motive. His act was believable, he had practiced it well.


  “Very well your highness, I will see to it that you are escorted to see the prisoner and that the bishop is summoned. In the meantime, due to your exhausting and taxing situation of the heart, I will take up mantle as my duties as seneschal require. In your stead, the attack on Kalzarius will commence, the hunt for Savanno and the fugitives will renew, and I will see to it that the enemies of the crown from within our own kingdom are dealt with. Guards!” with a few well spoke words, perfect timing, and new authority, Florin took command. The doors opened again, a dozen heavily armed men with halberds and rapiers stormed into the throne room and knelt before the Lady Knight Errant. “Escort the king to his wife in the dungeon, then lock him in his bedchamber for his safety. Send for the bishop to assist in the spiritual guidance and confession he and the queen may need before her execution. As acting Seneschal of the throne, the king is removed from power until his troubled mind has had its rest. Go!” Florin knew it was her only option, she needed to see this through, and the young king had not the stomach for it. She walked out of the chamber, to the dining hall. All as they had planned.


  Alec Silverblade looked up from his roasted chicken and glass of wine as the door opened. He stood, hand on his rapier and shortblade, then realizing who it was, he bowed. “It is done?”


  “It is done, the king is being escorted as we speak. As seneschal of Harlaheim, I have an official order for you, Sir Alec.” Florin beamed, her brown eyes full of delight and power. Teasing with the word knight brought a disgusted look to her subordinate’s face, but she did not care.


  “I do like the sound of this, your highness. But lose the sir, I despise knights. What are my orders?” Alec sarcastically remarked, having little respect for nobility, authority, and least of all titles.


  “Go below into the sewers. Organize the salisans there, their leader is Vimm. He will be expecting you.” Florin took the silver goblet of wine and drank it down.


  “The lizard men? For what do I need their scaly stench to carry out, my lady?” Alec wrinkled his scarred face in disgust at the thought of not so much the sewers he was accustomed to traveling, but the black scaled savages that dwelt under the northern edge of them.


  “Vimm has a score of his salisans, and you will need every one of them to hunt down Savanno and the rest of the fugitives. They head north and east off the roads, the lizards will be able to track them with ease, night or day. Bring me their heads, all of them. I have not the men to loan you, too many wars and riots to plot. You have your orders, Sir Alec, now go.” the seneschal of the kingdom walked back into the empty throne room and sat in the kings chair. All was going with the carefully laid plans, save a few unexpected ripples that she was dealing with quickly and with great caution. Florin Kept her military countenance of dread seriousness, yet was laughing on the inside at how easy this would be after all.


  Alec peered around the doorway as he made to leave. “When this is all over, truly over, is that other throne for me, Florin? Or will my position be more to the shadows?”


  “Heh heh.” the dryness of her laugh like desert sand. “The shadows, if you can accomplish the task at hand.”


  “I like the shadows, Seneschal, very much.”
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  Orange eyes flickered in the torchlight and stench of the caverns under the northern sewers made him want to vomit. Three, maybe four dozen sets of eyes darted and moved in the shadow. Alec kept his hood up, hands resting comfortably on his pommels, and strode into the filthy underground dwelling. He stepped over bones, refuse, and even small mounds of what was likely feces. Scales crunched under his heels, dry and old from being shed by hundreds of man-sized lizardmen. Even with his attuned reflexes and vision so used to the dark, Alec Silverblade could not make out the black scaled forms that moved in the thick night of the cavern. Unlike the sewers he had just traveled, these chambers were dry and full of piled crates and rubble.


  Only the eyes gave away that he was completely surrounded by the savage and sadistic beasts. He had been here before, and seen the effectiveness of a small hired scouting group once. Their poison tipped spears brought their quarry down quick, poison made from their own excrements. “I am seeking Vimm, leader of your-“


  “I am he, and who iss thiss who comess below?” the voice was raspy and whispered, and directly behind the cloaked human. Vimm could smell the man’s sweat, a trail of light perfume, and very little fear. He poked the man in the side with his rusty dagger to get his attention.


  Blades out and on guard, the startled assassin of the White Spider turned and backed up a step. The tip of his rapier was touching the tip of a bone spear that had black paste smeared over it. Noxious waffes of acrid stench burned Alec’s nose, forcing a grimace over his stoic resolve; he backed up another step to give some space between he and the poisoned spearhead. Three more sets of lizard breath he felt on his neck, then the eyes moved in closer from all around, too close for his comfort. He lowered his blades to waist level, seeing and hearing a bit of unease in the creatures he meant to employ.


  “Great king of the salisans, I am here on behalf of Seneschal Florin who now commands all of Harlaheim.” he bowed, flattering as best he could. His eyes could make out this leader, Vimm, now. Black scaled face with small protrusions that ran down the middle between his fire-like eyes, he had bones and teeth in various necklaces, and stood just as tall as Alec. The creatures hands held three fingers that ended in claws, and it’s tail never seemed to stay still as it moved back and forth like the thing’s head. Its mouth cracked open, revealing several rows of yellow sharp teeth and a long red forked tongue that flicked in and out as it swayed. Alec felt more disgust.


  “And what doess the woman want of the salisan?” Vimm smiled and the remembrance of the smells of Florin. He hated humans for the most part, their stench and hair disgusted him. Yet lady Florin moved different, had smelled and spoken sweetly, and her gifts and touch had left fond memory that Vimm would never forget.


  “We have enemies of the throne who have stolen a relic of great importance. A minotaur, a wizard, an elf woman, a priest, and a few knights. Six or seven perhaps that have gone off the roads toward the hills north of the Zuran Mountains.” Alec saw the eyes darting back and forth, and heard the strange whispered tongue of the salisan race being spoken as they all conversed quickly, then stopped as Vimm began to talk once more.


  “Why don’t you hunt them down with your armiess then?” the chattering from all around with tongues flicking in and out meant to Alec that this was a question all of them had wanted to know the answer to.


  “Our army is at war with the great wizard in the tower as we speak. Our men cannot travel through the hills and valleys, night or day, or track men as the salisan can. Unless you feel that it is too difficult for you?” the swordsman turned in a circle as he spoke, assuming many of them understood Agarian, but simply could not speak it. He made eye contact with as many as he could in his little challenge of words.


  Hissing, loud whispers, raspy yells echoed from far more lizardmen that Alec could see with but the light from their orange eyes to view them by. He saw the movement become hostile from one creature to his left as the arguing continued. A spear thrust toward him, assuring him that they had a degree of understanding of his language and did not care for the play on their skills as warriors. Alec turned to the side as the poisoned tip passed his face, then stepped forward . His rapier slashed out at the spear, knocking it low and followed with an upward cut from his shortsword that sent the weapon end over end behind the salisan that had tried to spear him with it. Alec’s rapier and shortblade crossed each other over the lizard’s throat, and he held still. “So you accept then?”


  The whispering quieted quickly. “We will hunt your enemiess, but you are coming with us they say. Who are you, human and what are the paymentss?” Vimm paced back and forth, waiting to see if one of his kin was about to get his throat cut or not.


  “Alec Silverblade, deadliest blade in Harlaheim. I go with on one condition, salisan.” he sheathed his weapons, confident that his trick on their pride had done the job of getting them to comply with his mistresses wishes.


  “What iss your condition, lord Silverblade.” Vimm stared at the young man with the fresh scar across his face, impressed with his speed and skill with those shiny blades. He could have killed him with numbers, but the salisan leader knew that Florin would be upset, and that he did not want.


  “When we find them, I get to kill the elf.” Alec stared into the fiery orange reptilian eyes of the salisan leader, seeing a smile that matched his own thirst for blood.


  “Very well, we kill the rest. The payments?”


  “Two chests of silver coin.”


  “Thitthissk pithianns vu thimth skirr!” Vimm gave the order to ready the hunt and leave out the back sewer cavern into the forests. His reptilian army of over a hundred strong all waved their spears and bone weapons, hissing and shouting in raspy wretched voices.


  “You sstay closse to me now, Alec Silverblade, for my warriorss want your head. And try to keep up.” Vimm ran out the dark corridors, Alec beside him, followed by a black scaled legion of murderous salisans.


  


  


  



  


   


   


   


  Exodus II:V


  Tower of Kalzarius, Harlaheim


  Dawn crept over the tranquil bay waters, sunlight shot through the pines that surrounded the city, and darkness gave way to an orange glow over the white marble tower. The shimmering arcane wall rippled with energy as more stone ammunition from the catapults impacted through it; the crackling noise mingled with what sounded like the splashing of water alerted the gray cloaked bodyguards that the assault had begun again. Flaming arrows, scores of bolts from crossbows, and a dozen catapults unleashed a hellstorm upon the tower. The forty guards took cover behind the trees with their capitan, while arcane students raised saves to the air and met the off target and slowed ammunitions with blasts of magical electricity and flame. Boulders split in two, arrows disintegrated through shields of magical flame, and bolts snapped from waves of arcane lightning that shot forth from the thirty or more trained wizards in the courtyard.


  Capitan Jean-Ris watched as the iron bars of the gate and spikes above the circular wall cascaded green mist in a constant flow that prevented the army from entering. He knew it to be a corrosive acidic vapor, and raised his rapier in the air. “Move back from the wall and gate men!”


  The Capitan knew that the glyphs were now active once the mist was visible, which meant to stay off the main walkways from each of the four gates, and the walls. The magical writings were under the grass, etched in stones, and some even on trees, none visible to any that did not have the wizardly ability to see the arcane. His men back out of harms way, Jean-Ris waited. He heard it once, then again, the pounding of steel on iron. A steel battering ram crashed through the fog that still lay outside the walls of the tower. Chains jangled loose then tightened as the soldiers of Harlaheim under Seneschal Florin drew it back; keeping her men safe from the harmful acid vapors. Over and over the steel ram pummeled the iron gate, bending and twisting the bars little by little. Finally, an hour it seemed, the gate flung open, broken enough for a few men to get past. The aerial bombardment stopped, the men were quiet besides the cocking of their crossbows. The Capitan thought of how there were nearly three thousand soldiers surrounding the tower that was defended by less than a hundred. If he had not been aware of the glyphs, had faith in Kalzarius, and known that they had much more protections to bear, a normal man would have run or surrendered.


  The cavalry rode in, shields raised, banners held, in full armor to protect from the acidic mist that would dissolve their flesh. The capitan raised his sword, then struck it down signaling the guards to fire. The crossbows unleashed toward the gate, but not at the Harlaheim cavalry. The bolts hit various trees and stones in the ground. Flashes of light erupted as the first ten horseman struggled to force their steeds through the burning mist. Purples, oranges and green lights hummed into existence all around the breached gate. The cavalrymen and their steeds turned to stone, completely blocking the entrance to the tower courtyard. A second wall on the interior of the first sprung from the ground, this one made of fifteen foot tall flames at least three feet thick. Iron spears broke through the ground, crackling with purple electricity; more than fifty in a semicircle around the inside of the flaming wall, all aimed forward. The army halted its advances, unable to pass by their comrades that were now thousands of pounds heavier and of unmoving rock.


  “Let’s see them come through that. Well done men, well done.” Capitan Jean-Ris looked to the upper story of the tower, seeing a pair of wizardly figures looking down. Cheers went up from the guards of Kalzarius, and the capitan bowed to his masters from far below in the courtyard. He smiled, hearing the reloading of catapults mixed with yelling of orders and confusion from the Harlaheim siege army. “Prepare for another bombardment men! Take some food while they reload!” The Capitan knew that Kalzarius had sealed the lower hidden entrances with magical stone, so the only way in was this way. He did not intend for anyone to get past he or the men and into the tower, not without a fight.
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  Cristoff walked out of his tent since he could not sleep with the sun shining, despite being worn and tired from the hard ride the night before. His shoulders ached from wearing his suit of battle armor for over full day, and his body felt lighter having it off for the time being. The Lord of Saint Erinsburg had prayed for nearly an hour for the safe journey to the mountain and for his cousin’s broken heart to heal. He had asked Alden to show his will and guidance to all in Harlaheim, for he knew that war was certain in these dark days ahead. Cristoff had seen plenty of treasons and political wars in the kingdom, in fact they had never really stopped. Yet, for the aging lord, the troubles had never been this close to him nor had he ever risked his honor or title to help those that were wanted, unjust as he knew it to be. James had told him of the scroll that they carried, of its importance and history thus far, and what they had been through to get it to this point. The Harlian lord believed this devout knight, and also saw the honor and bravery in what he and his companions were tasked with. He had no doubt that God had placed him here to help them, and Cristoff had no intention of letting them fail. As for his cousin, a man more pious and devoted than even himself, he knew there was wrong in what he had done. Savanno should have made better decisions in love, should have left with Rosana years ago or announced his marriage. His sacrifice and silence had doomed her and torn his life apart like a raging storm. Still, Cristoff could not let his closest friend down, not for love; even though there was a time the two both had feelings for the same princess of Caberra. That was long ago, and the lord held nothing but love for his cousin with whom he went to console with in private about his grief. Walking through the tent entrance, Cristoff froze with fear.


  “Where is my cousin Lord Savanno, sergeant?”


  The soldier turned and bowed, stopping him in his packing of gear onto the horses. “My lord, he left with two hours ago as per your wishes.”


  Cristoff looked for a moment, thinking his words could be a jest of some sort. He noticed half his horses and men were not accounted for at first glance. “What wishes would those be, sergeant? Be serious now.”


  “Lord Savanno headed back to Harlaheim, my lord. He and ten of our number rode out earlier; they left to get the queen and meet us home in Saint Erinsburg, as you ordered. Is that not correct sire?” the Harlian veteran looked confused at his lord’s questioning, and began to worry that he had made a mistake.


  Cristoff stood for a moment, realizing what had happened. He had never thought his cousin, the Lord Knight Errant of Harlaheim and high knight of the Order of Saint Tarumin, would ever lie or mislead anyone. He smiled, for in this circumstance, who would not be driven by rage and love to do something so akin to madness. “No soldier, it was not correct. It is not your fault; I should have seen it coming. My only concern is that we shall not see him again, or our men.”


  “My apologies my lord, but he swore that these were your orders and not to wake any of you due to the long journey ahead. Shall I prepare the others to trail him to the city and stop-“


  “No. No, he would be well in the city before we arrived. If we enter, these companions will be arrested and we could only ruin his chances of success, and those are miniscule at best already.” Cristoff chuckled and looked to the mountain behind him.


  “I am sorry sire. He is your cousin, we could send riders ahead if you wish.” the sergeant hung his head low, feeling incompetent for believing the knight of Harlaheim.


  “There is no apology needed. Let us prepare the remaining men, the mountain is our dutied road this day. We have only half a day left, and I wish to reach the summit before nightfall. Make ready the men and our foreign allies.” the noble lord knew that it was out of his hands, and that even if Savanno succeeded, he would lead the kings men to his city. If he were not at his keep, there would be much to implicate him, and much questioning. Cristoff smiled, feeling glad his family was far away from all of it, safe in Caberra.


  Saberrak the gray stepped out of his tent, stretching his arms and chest wide, greataxe in hand. The minotaur went to see what it was this lord was looking at over the valley they had traversed late in the dark before camp. The human man, graying hair and small crown adorned, turned and gave a slight bow to the minotaur. Saberrak was confused, for no one bowed to him, ever. “Why do you bow to me, human? You are the lord of somewhere, not me.”


  “I give respect to honor and bravery, Saberrak the gray. You and your friends have been through much, and it seems you have prevailed despite great odds and risk. I admire that, I always have.” Cristoff patted the minotaur on the shoulder, a bit higher than he was used to however. “Being human has nothing to do with honor or bravery.”


  “You let Savanno leave to Harlaheim, didn’t you?” the minotaur looked at the lord, trying to see if he was an honest man.


  “No, I did not. Though, presented with what he wished to do, I most likely would have. I know what it is to love, to lose and want it back. I do not have any reference in my life as to what he is feeling now. My prayers go with him.” his face stern now, thinking of the thousands that moved around the city, and what would happen if Savanno were spotted.


  “Will you be going to get your army and assist him for this woman?” Saberrak snorted, expecting more human folly of love and stupidity.


  “No. By the time we assembled my men in Saint Erinsburg and headed to the capital, it would be all over, one way or the other. I have my mission, and that is to get you and your scroll safely to the mountain. I hope to see my cousin and the queen alive, but that is in Gods hands now.”


  “Hrrmmpph.” the minotaur walked away to get the others, surprised once again at human’s reliance on their Gods, rash actions pertaining to women, and issues of family and loyalty. This one, Cristoff, he thought he could trust..
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  The metal clank of heavy footsteps in plate armor echoed in the small corridors of L’Herrim dungeon. Torches flickered, men moaned and argued from their cells, and the royal guard of the castle opened the doors for their king. Richmond was escorted by six of his own men to the upper dungeon, which was more of a holding area, not as filthy as the lower cells meant for those that would not see the light of day for many years, if ever. They marched up the stone stairs to the northern tower of the prison wing, Richmond doing his best to look wracked with defeat and overcome with depression.


  The guard leading the procession set his halberd aside, removed his metal gauntlet, and reached for the keys once more to open the thick iron barred oak door the queen’s prison chamber. The wood moaned low as it opened, revealing a dark room, small and lit only by a barred window high above the reach of anyone. Rosana lay on the bed staring back at the king from a curled sitting position with her knees pulled close to her chin. The blankets were insufficient for the moist chill in the room, and besides a chamber pot and a chair, the bed was all there was to the cell.


  “Fetch more blankets for the queen please.” Richmond gave the order, but heard no movements from the guards.


  “My king, we are under order of your seneschal to-“


  “I am aware of it! A simple kindness should not require an order of authority, now get the queen more blankets man!” his anger shone bright in his eyes and quick from his lips. The king stood still in the door until he heard them whisper and then the steps leaving from one guard to do as he had asked.


  “Do not pretend to have care for my comfort, bastard! I see through your act where others may not.” Rosana glared at him, wishing she had a knife to throw at his throat. Her crown lay on the floor, she thought of it, but decided it would not kill him so she remained on the bed.


  “My queen, do not judge me so harshly, for you are not the only one-“


  “Burn in hell Richmond! I care not of anything that happens to you, save that I get to see it when they kill you too.” her tears ran down her face, wishing she had the energy to strangle the young noble here in her cell.


  “Florin has taken power, I have been restrained to my quarters Rosana.” he moved to the bed, despite her inching to the far opposite corner as if he were the devil himself.


  “You gave the order for her to search my room, and signed the order for my execution! You were still in power then you evil son of a bitch!” she felt her belly, wishing Savanno was here with a blade through her kings chest.


  “That is before I knew of the child that you carry. I know it is not mine, it could not be. You have been far from what I would expect of a queen, Rosana. However, I cannot kill a woman bearing a child, one that is heir to the throne at least.” he tried to calm her torrent of hostility with reassurance as best he could.


  “So am I to be executed then?”


  “No, I will stay the order with the bishop and plead with Florin. Trust me, I want my kingdom out of the hands of the seneschal and the church. With Savanno fleeing, the siege on Kalzarius, and Florin assuming power over me; I need allies that I do not possess to reverse what has happened.” Richmond did his best act to seem pathetic and frustrated.


  “And what of Savanno? Is he to be executed?” Rosana did not believe that this young Harlian noble was capable of any compassion, but at this vulnerable state she would listen to anything.


  “If we can regain the thrones and power, Rosana, what would you have a king do?” he forced some tears, false and empty, but water trickled from his eyes nonetheless.


  “Let us leave together, say we’ve run off to sanctuary of another kingdom, say we were killed, I do not care how you spin it.” she sobbed, wanting to see her secret husband once again and for this to have all been a bad dream.


  “You will have to sign papers stating the child is illegitimate.” he sighed, as if the weight of this was killing him.


  “I will sign anything you wish Richmond, as long as I leave your kingdom with Savanno safely, never to return.” her hopes began to rise, feeling like this might not be the end after all.


  “All we need now is someone to rescue us from this power that Florin holds. Savanno lives, for I know that he killed Sir Bernardus. If the stay of execution was kept private, will he come for you?” Richmond was curious to see how deep the feelings went in this affair of hers. He admired her dark hair, long wavy and curled in places, and her rich brown eyes that were puffy and swollen from crying. It was hard for him not to smile at her anguish.


  “Of course he will, he is my husband.” she lowered her head and began to sob again, the pain of all this far too much for her.


  “Husband? How, when?” the king was shocked, to say the least. He had not any notion of an illegal marriage between the two, just that what Florin had proven to him of an affair.


  “We were married in Caberra two years before your father and my father talked. My father would never let me marry anything besides wealthy nobility, but I loved Savanno, and he loved me. We were wed in secret there, and then you happened. It was not my intent or wish, and please do not lie to me and say that your heart is broken. I know you despise me as much as I do you, Richmond.” she stared at him, feeling free and relieved of the truth, finally.


  Richmond thought long and hard, furrowing his brow in silence. He looked at his wife, who he now realized belonged to another man, and sighed with an obvious false smile. “Well, that answers a lot of things for me then.”


  “So what do we do now?”


  “I will speak to the bishop without Florin’s knowledge, and get him to hold the execution. Take this,” he slipped her a small key with a crown head, “and when he comes, get me out of my chambers. I will retake the throne, pardon you and Savanno, and have Florin’s head. Once that is done, you and he will leave here, never to return. You have my word.” Richmond reached his hand to touch her cheek.


  Rosana withdrew, turning her face to the side. “I would prefer it in writing, your highness.”


  “I will have papers drawn then, my queen. You assist me, and you will be free of this place forever. I sincerely hope your husband can reach us. For if he does not free us both, seneschal Florin will not stop until we are dead and she has all the power in the kingdom.” Richmond stood, nodded at Rosana, and walked out the door to be escorted to his royal chambers. He stopped, taking the blankets from the guard, and tossed them on the bed.


  “Guard, I wish to have the bishop come to my room for confession, now.” Richmond walked with his royal entourage as a captive in his own castle, a captive still with much to do and more schemes to spin.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Johnas II:I


  Castle Valhera, Valhirst, Chazzrynn


  “And of course you will have all the necessary men in place, Lady Katrina? I do not want my gold to go to the bottom of your vaults and receive poor planning.” Johnas raised his nose in the air and cast the mercenary lord a sarcastic glance with his squinted green eyes. Though of no relation, Johnas noticed how his noble nose and blonde hair nearly matched that of his guest, Katrina of Willborne. Her long straight yellow-gold hair was intermingled with gray, just as his. Her regal garb was far more masculine and militant with chainmail and greaves, however.


  Katrina had been sick of this throne room for an hour now and wanted nothing more than to leave. Watching and listening to this pompous criminal play the part of regal prince was enough to drive her to plunge her longsword into his sternum. “Yes Prince Johnas, the men are in place to watch all the border roads to the north of your kingdom, well your uncle’s kingdom that is.” she bowed with a smirk.


  “So, the Marsh Road, Willborne Tradeway, Baily, Heumar, and Larkenport?” the prince listed all of the roads and towns he had thought of. Johnas was not certain that the fugitives would escape Harlaheim, but if they did he wanted to be ready.


  “Even the Garalan River routes, your highness. The free cities of Willborne are well watched Johnas, as long as the coin is flowing. Nothing will pass through the north without me knowing of it.” Katrina of Willborne would have much rather met below the city, in the comfort of the criminals she could see, rather than be in a throne room where she did not know who was an actual guard or an assassin. She and Johnas had this game going for decades now. She took his gold to allow him free passage and trade for his criminal organization while she watched the roads and trade routes for his enemies. When the White Spider agents crept into her cities, she would kill a few and let him come to her. After a few examples, Katrina’s prices would raise, she would remind him to keep his scum out of her lands, and then they would corroborate on new plans at deceiving Harlaheim, Chazzrynn, Shanador, or Caberra. His ways were that of assassination and skullduggery, and hers were the old traditions of militant warfare and mercenary code. Both worked well together when they were not planning the demise of one another.


  “I had asked for some information regarding on Balric D’Vrelle and an agent of mine he has taken hostage, any word?” Johnas knew that she would not have responded and shown herself in Castle Valhera without anything to barter with, but he much enjoyed testing her. Her Knights of Willborne, as she called them, were nothing more than armed mercenaries and deadly veteran dragoons with rules to follow and coin to keep them loyal. Had they not been so utterly efficient, the patriarch of the White Spider would have had her floating in the Carisian Sea for the prices she charged.


  “Yes, plenty of word there. My men in the confidence of the Chazzrynn army have located your former captain of the guard and his lover, Vanessa Blackflame. Three thousand more, Johnas.” one of her bodyguards stepped forward with an empty chest. Katrina felt it a small price since she had lost two spies in the process of gaining the information. One was found out in Harlaheim by a White Spider agent of Johnas Valhera by the name of Alec. The other was killed by this Balric fugitive in Loucas just last week.


  Johnas nodded to one of his many servants, and the bodyguard followed him to back room to fill the chest. “Agreed. And what have you found out my lady?”


  “The man and woman you seek are in Loucas, and the capital of your kingdom is difficult to infiltrate indeed. He is under close watch by the king. Her wounds are healing with help from the priests. He has not divulged any information that we are yet aware of, but not for lack of the king trying; he does suspect you have something to do with the whole ordeal.” the lady mercenary held back a bit, waiting to see if he sensed there was more to tell. She walked back and forth on his red velvet carpet in front of the throne, smiling as would any woman who had something a man wanted.


  “Where is he being kept? The Salganat Fortress?” Johnas knew that he already knew these things, but still wanted to make sure his information matched hers. He thought of the Harlian spy who he had cut wide with his kris blade and imprisoned. One disloyal member of his underworld guild and this swordsman spy from Harlaheim made off with his prized slavegirl. If it were not that he luckily ran into the king of Chazzrynn that day and been escorted onto a royal galleon, Balric would be enjoying the pleasures of torture nightly.


  “Yes Prince Valhera, an impossible place to infiltrate from the outside. He has sent letters that our men intercepted, but not to whom you would think.” she smiled so hard it hurt her face, Katrina had him right where she wanted him. With four cities and an army of twenty thousand to feed, she needed all the coin she could get, and Johnas had plenty.


  “He is a spy from Harlaheim, obviously sent to find his way into the White Spider there in his homeland by King Richmond the Second. Richmond wants to keep an eye on me because he is young and does not trust my dealings-“


  “Wrong.”


  “Wrong? It was written all over him when he arrived, we all had him pegged and we were right-“


  “Wrong I said. You are losing your touch Johnas, trust me. He was not sent by the king of Harlaheim. Why would a king send one of his own countrymen to gain access to your operations in Harlaheim and then send him here? Too obvious.” Katrina loved to beat the mastermind of Valhirst at his own game of who knows the most. She swaggered with an air of confidence that no man could put asunder, tossing her blonde hair over her armored shoulder guards. Her green eyes flickered with joy and supremacy.


  “Then who? Who would want to find me out? My uncle the king would have acted should he know anything solid, and Balric would have spilled his story by now.” Johnas was agitated now, confused, his mind racing. He stood up in his regal robes and paced the steps of the raised dais that held his throne.


  “The church.”


  “Why would the church of Alden want anything to do with me? It makes no sense.” the prince of Valhirst sat back down, hoping to be enlightened to her train of thought.


  “The church cannot abide the failing rule and depravity that Richmond sets upon his people and kingdom. They have wanted his line to end for some time, as it has been too many kings of that family that have led Harlaheim away from church and decency for far too long.” Katrina paused.


  “Common knowledge, nothing more.”


  “And, rumors exist that Richmond, last of that line, has close dealings with Florin, the lady knight of the court and seneschal. Titles she does not deserve, as you and I are aware; and we also know she is your lady in charge in Harlaheim, Johnas.” the lady of Willborne paced more, tapping her longsword pommel with her gloved hand.


  Johnas thought deeply, still not understanding what this had to do with him. “And what of it? The church cannot hope to tie the failures of Harlaheim to me.”


  “No, simply that Florin has power from the king, power over the kingdom, and that she is tied to you. If they can prove you are influencing the court of Harlaheim through unsavory means, they could see it as an act of political war. And since the church suspects Caberra of the same political deceptions, they are most interested in who is really ruining the kingdom besides the young king.”


  “Caberra? How is it that they are involved in this? My agents have reported nothing of the sort.”


  “The queen, Johnas. Rosana was a princess of Caberra. Married to a high ranking knight in the order of Saint Tarumin secretly, many years before she was given to Richmond by the king of Caberra. The church sees her as a threat, since they have found her record of marriage previous, and they have the shame of one of their most noble order involved should anyone ever find out. So if the cardinal can prove that you and Florin have part of the throne, the Caberran queen has her deceptions that could trace back to her homeland; the church could very well deem the rule of Richmond undermined and supplant him.” Katrina bowed to Johnas, smiling from ear to ear.


  “Replace the king of Harlaheim? With who?” Johnas was still confused, though the logic and motive was believable.


  “The Cardinal of course. He left for Acelinne in Shanador several weeks ago to make it official, however this Balric was supposed to arrive as well with his findings and absolute proof and testimony of your involvements. Once you were exposed, Florin exposed, and the queen exposed with this knight she carries the child of; The Aldane would send…”


  “The Crossguard Legion.” Johnas’ eyes lit up.


  “Exactly. They would cut my spies out of the kingdom, your agents and organization would be rooted out, the remnants of Richmond and the L’herrim family would be cast away, and they would have every right to do it with so much evidence. The church would appoint the Cardinal as acting king with the backing of the Aldane elders and the most lethal legion in Shanador, the continent for that matter. Balric D’Vrelle was not sent by the king, he was sent by the bishop to find evidence against his king.” Katrina laughed, feeling rather content that Johnas had not figured this out.


  “That is why he will not say a word to my uncle, King Mikhail of Chazzrynn, he is sworn by the church.” Johnas felt stress coming now, for he never liked to be on the receiving end of potentially life threatening information.


  ‘My spy in L’Herrim, a chambermaid, says that the queen is with child for months now and that it is definitely this knight, Savanno Lisario, not the king’s. More than likely, with the threat of an heir looming, that is why the Cardinal left to Shanador so quickly. I cannot believe that you, Johnas Valhera of all people, would not be aware of an entire kingdom about to be completely reformed. If I were you, I would eliminate Balric and this woman of his, pull Florin out of Harlaheim with her people, and keep eye for when the churches in Valhirst begin filling. I would also kill the bishop before the cardinal returns. Willborne can help you out of most things, but the Crossguard Legion of the Church of Alden is beyond me. If this Balric and you ever crossed blades, you would be lucky to survive. He is a trained assassin of the Broken Wing of the Aldane Order. You should be grateful he fell in love with your whore, otherwise he may have completed his mission, for he was trained in secret by the church and likely sent to kill you after he had his proofs.” Katrina saw the chests of gold her men had gathered, and motioned for them to be taken to the longship.


  “And what else can you help me with Katrina of Willborne? I am in need of another woman, until I bring mine back covered in Balric’s blood.” Johnas winked at the beautiful blonde woman, in her forties much like himself, but still lovely and charming especially for her line of work.


  “Johnas, I would require a lion of a man with a passion for ridding this continent of the northerners to match my own. Everywhere I see brown eyes, dark hair, the descendants of Altestan from when they came to Agara and overtook these old lands. You are Agarian, your mother was anyway, I can tell by your green eyes and blonde hair. I would require a man with the ferocity to see the false nobles of Caberra, Harlaheim, Chazzrynn, and the church fall. I would see Shanador rule without the cross, as those are my people that follow a once foreign God instead of their blood. The old ways of Agara are fading, our religions nearly extinct, and I fight to keep them alive. You are not a lion, Johnas, despite your heritage. You are a snake.” she bowed, feeling the time to leave was upon her when this lord of assassins began to flirt.


  “What a loss Katrina, what a loss. I could rule from below, and you from above. I like the title of snake, it suits me well. I appreciate the business, and wish you well in seeing Agarian glory restored through bloodshed. Farewell.” the prince of Valhirst bowed to the veteran lady mercenary that held so much resentment and old world hatred in her heart. He did not share that passion, for the people who had come many millennia ago from the northern continent had led him to having a throne in the largest city in Chazzrynn. His passion was for unseen power behind the rulers and great kingdoms, for there was so much more he could do from that shadowy position.


  “I wish you well in your murders and plots Prince Johnas. Should you seek to impress me, show me that you can take this kingdom for your own instead of slithering your way through it. Then, perhaps, we could talk some more. Farewell.” Katrina bowed and about-faced. She strode out of the castle with nearly twenty thousand in gold coin, enough to feed her army for another half year. Now the race was upon her, the race to sell this information to Caberra, Shanador, and Kivanis quickly and set them against each other. The lady of Willborne knew that politics and war were what made men rich and powerful, and also what made her army the most sought after mercenary legion in Agara.


  “Organize the underchamber and all the agents of the White Spider, we have much to do. Get me Salah-Cam, my fastest ships with emissaries, and the doppelgangers. I want it done yesterday!” paranoia ripped through his mind, sending flashes of rage that made his facial muscles twitch. Johnas stripped off his robes, down to his leather armor and tight fitting black clothing. He drew his emerald pommeled kris blade, and stomped off behind the throne to head underground. The servants scattered, knowing they better get there before he did, or there would be blood upon the floor this night.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Exodus II:VI


  Soujan Mountain, Harlaheim


  ”The plans are never perfect, the orders rarely timed correctly, and the enemy seldom waits for your final preparations. All one can do is stand their ground and fight without thought of victory, defeat, or death.” –Aldomin Bradswellen , Lord of Saint Erinsburg, upon seeing the overwhelming Caberran army advance to the Harlaheim borders three days earlier than expected. -Circa 198 A.D.


   


  Azenairk Thalanaxe rested his stocky legs and clunked down on a rock, his plate armor heavier than ever before. He had traversed down a mountain chased by ogre in the frigid south; but winding up one with no roads or trail to follow was exhausting. His shaved head dripped with sweat in the afternoon sun, cooling from the winter air of Harlaheim. “At least there be no snow to slow us up. How much further Lord Cristoff?”


  The human lord looked to his ten men leading the horses by the reins, as the climb was too treacherous to ride the last several hours up Soujan Mountain. “Perhaps an hour, maybe more good priest. Take a rest everyone, we need not reach the summit without the strength to stand.”


  Gwenneth and James sat on a fallen pine tree and caught their breath. The few soldiers and archers tethered the horses to the low hanging branches of the forest filled mountainside and sat to rest as well. Saberrak the gray sniffed the air, wandering a wide arcing circle around the short term resting spot. He was not tired, his legs had more energy than ten men combined.


  Shinayne T’Sarrin took a moment of close-eyed meditation, then circled the camp also, stopping fifty feet down the mountain. She sensed something, movement, almost as if she heard it coming closer, it called to her. The elven swordswoman stayed still by a small pine, hearing the squirrels scurry up to the top to watch her. Her aquamarine eyes closed softly, her mind quieted and tuned out the sounds of birds and the wind in the trees, then Shinayne breathed deep. Her thoughts went down the mountain they had spent the last day and a half traveling, through the forested foothills, and inbetween the valleys and outcroppings. Too many to count, she felt them. Dark creatures, cold and black, moving swiftly through the woods on the mountain. They were following the trail she and her allies had left. The elf could feel them close, too close, and moving fast on reptilian legs. Salisan lizardmen, she thought, and a human man with them. The noble highborne elf opened her eyes and dashed uphill to the camp.


  “On your feet! We have company closing quickly!” Shinayne drew her curved elven blades and turned to face the slope with the others behind her.


  “What is it? What do you see?” Lord Cristoff looked down the mountain, straining to see anything move. There was nothing but ancient pines and rock.


  “I sense them my lord, they will be here soon. Salisans, a small army of them track us up the mountain.” she looked around, seeing confused human soldiers waiting for an order from their lord. Zen, Gwenne and James all stood next to her, not second guessing their friend.


  “I see nothing, are you certain Shinayne?” the Lord of Saint Erinsburg still could make nothing out, and he held orders for his men until he was sure.


  “I smell them, rancid, oily and cold-blooded creatures.” Saberrak caught his breath after finishing his trek around the camp. “What are they elf?”


  “Black salisans, lizard men, maybe a hundred give or take.” Shinayne looked deeper down the cliffs and trees of Soujan Mountain, waiting to see the first of many scaly creatures appear.


  “A hundred? We make for higher ground, the summit of the mountain. We cannot stand against so many here on such unstable footing.” Cristoff grabbed the reins and untied his well trained black stallion, Leonis.


  “One hundred is all, we have sixteen here, don’t we? Why the worry?” Saberrak smiled from under his curved horns and fierce gaze.


  “Are you serious, minotaur?” Cristoff glance back, assuming the jest was just that.


  “Very serious, human.”


  “Well, if we don’t reach the top of the mountain and find help there, you can show me how serious you truly are in the face of a force of that number. Until then, we move.” he led his steed up through more forested plateaus and valleys on the mountainside.


  “I look forward to it.” Saberrak huffed, and headed uphill with the rest. He stayed in the rear, hoping one of the scaly beasts would show itself a little early.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  “It is not impossible, nephew! I have you and ten men and myself! I will not let Rosana be executed, not today, not tomorrow, and if that means my death, so be it!” Savanno stood from the dirty wooden table in the basement of the abandoned armory. He knew that none of the preparations were in order in the courtyard, that the order of execution was obviously not being carried out. He had thought it was a trap or a lure many times; yet he could not take that chance. He had snuck into the city late last night and searched out his nephew Sir Sulian.


  “Uncle, Florin not only has your title, she has taken control of the city as acting Seneschal. Only the lords of Saint Erinsburg, Wynnegarde, Devonmir, and Saint Tarumin combined could hold any military threat now. She controls the city, they control their lands, and without the cardinal we have a divided church and order of knights. We have no army!” Sulian hung his gaze to the table, rubbing the stubble on his head, and thought hard of what options they had before them. He admired and believed his uncle, but it seemed like suicide to rescue the queen at this point. Everything he had taught him now stood on the edge of a blade.


  “They are distracted with the siege on Kalzarius, the men’s loyalty is in question every moment. You know this, they do not trust the bishop, Florin, or even their own king. They trust in the knights, you and I.” Savanno’s eyes began to tear, fearing that his own nephew and knight of the Order of Saint Tarumin may not follow him or assist.


  “They have restrained the king to his chambers, if they did not trust in Florin-“


  “Rosana carries my child, Sulian. Kalzarius told me, and I have been suspicious anyway.”


  “They are not going to execute the queen of Harlaheim, uncle. They would not dare make such an enemy of Caberra, the king will not-“


  Savanno pounded his fist on the table, the other men in the room jumped to grab for their weapons. They had been on edge since they entered the city, and had not been used to fighting much other than the dead from the swamps. They realized that if this went foul, they would be branded for treason and taken to the guillotine themselves. Some began to wonder if the orders from their Lord Cristoff were legitimate, as he would be implicated should they be caught.


  “The king knows she does not love him, he knows she loves me, and he seeks to empower only himself. You know Richmond as I do.” Savanno Lisario sat back down, feeling his age and anger wear on him.


  “And what would you do, uncle? The heir to the throne in the womb, with a former queen, and the former lord of knights; where will you go, and what of the heir that is born? You will be hunted forever, unless you mean to take the throne…”


  “Do not ever accuse me of such treachery, or we are blood no more. Understood? I love Rosana, regardless of title. I will leave with her to Shanador and find peace there. I have found a small acreage outside of Gillian, and have assurances that I will be safe there. An old lordship by the name Azarris has no heirs to be found. My name will have to change, I have been arranging it for some time.” the veteran knight of Harlaheim looked directly into the eyes of Sulian, pleading with but a stare.


  “Fine then, very well. I will get as many men as I can trust, quietly. You stay here with Cristoff’s men. We meet at sundown and we enter from the sewers. I will have Sir Leonard spread information that your were spotted south near the docks, and Sir Karai will join with me if all goes well. Once we get Rosana, we make for the north gate. Sir Leonard’s men will be there, and you will have to get safely to Saint Erinsburg. If we leave with you, Florin will know, and we are all dead men.” Sulian stood and shook his uncle’s forearm with his own, then pulled into a hug.


  “You could leave with us Sulian.” Savanno let him go, overwhelmed that he had a chance to save his wife.


  “No, uncle. I believe that Harlaheim will see brighter days, and I stay to ensure it. You have no choice but to leave, I have a choice to help my kingdom. You have to follow what God has laid before you. Stay quiet until I return, and be safe. Alden bless you and show us mercy.” the young knight pulled his black cloak over his shoulders and face to keep hidden as he made out the rotted door and into the city streets.


  Guilt and shame tried to poison his weary heart, guilt that he sought help from his own blood. He had trained Sulian since his father was killed eleven years ago in the war with Chazzrynn. Now in his twenty fifth year, now a knight of the order, his own nephew would be helping him. Savanno tried to think of the greater good here, the love for his wife, and the wicked cruelties he had seen as Richmond became even worse than his father before him. The veteran lord of knights drew his steel rapier and checked the edge. Like his love and purpose here, it was free of blemishes or scratches.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Whoosh, crackkk! Another spear whistled past the elf’s head and splintered as it buried into a tree in front of her. She kept moving alongside the minotaur, bringing up the rear of the company as they neared the top of Soujan Mountain. She could hear them, so many of them, snarling and hissing and taking longshots with spears now and again. Shinayne sprinted up further, and reached out to one of the archers that was leading his horse. She grabbed his bow and quiver without asking, catching a confused look from the human who looked far more nervous than anyone else. “I will return this in a moment.”


  Saberrak pulled a spear from a tree as he ran to catch up with the elven swordswoman, his nose caught much more than lizardmen behind him. He sniffed the speartip, noticing the black paste smeared all over the metal head and upper section of the wooden shaft. He had smelled something similar in the arenas of Unlinn from his life as a slave gladiator. “The spears are poisoned Shinayne, be careful.” he snarled and huffed as he ran past her to get the others to find a spot to stand and fight. Saberrak the gray snapped the spear and threw it into the forest, then drew his greataxe and the curved shamshir. Sixteen on a hundred, he thought, good odds.


  Cristoff pulled harder on the reins, seeing a plateau with few pines and rocky obtrusions ahead of them up the mountain. His men followed, as did Gwenneth and the dwarven priest. “Where is Shinayne?”


  James slowed his pace, allowing Saberrak to catch up to him, and his eyes asked the same question. “Saberrak, where is she?”


  “She is doing a little archery lesson I believe. Keep moving, the elf can take care of herself. We make stand at that flat spot there.” he pointed with his axe toward the plateau they were heading to.


  “Minotaur, we are all dead men if we stand and fight.” Cristoff looked up to the flat plateau and back to Saberrak.


  “We shall see.” he heard the arrows, knew it had begun, and moved to find his place uphill.


  Fewwhhmm! Fewwhhmm! She fired a third arrow from the longbow she had borrowed and another salisan went down screaming in pain. It had been years since Shinayne had fired a bow, yet it came back to her like yesterday’s lesson. She moved to the left, seeing dozens of black scaled hunters on two feet rushing up toward her. She drew them off her direction, stopped, and fired again. This time hitting the creature in the thigh, then her second shot went into its stomach. Before it fell, the spears of it and several nearby flew airborne at the elven woman. She turned behind the tree, waited until all seven spears had hit the tree or passed by, then turned round the other side of the pine and let loose another arrow. Yet another forked tongued scream and a hiss as the salisan fell head over scaly tail down the mountain. The enemy horde was now within thirty feet and closing, and she could not gauge how many with just a glance. Shinayne had no time now, her quick elven steps dashed up the trail left by her friends, then she stopped. The elven noble turned and fired again at point blank as one of the lizardmen was faster than the others and had come up behind her. She saw the orange eyes not five feet from her, its sharp toothed mouth open and hissing. The arrow sunk deep through the reptile’s throat, then another into the chest, and a third into the abdomen. The salisan stopped its charge and fell to its knees, and Shinayne kept firing over its reptilian head. More arrows, as fast as she could draw them and fire, flew into the dark hunting party, two more falling to the ground from the savage mob.


  Now only fifteen feet away from her enemies, Shinayne slung the bow and ran with the quiver in hand up to the plateau. She reached over the lip of the rocky ledge, some distance from where the horses had gone up. As the elf pulled herself up, a hand reached down and grabbed hers. James Andellis pulled the elven woman up onto even and stable ground. She tossed the bow and quiver with only a few arrows remaining in it to the archer she had taken it from, and then drew her blades.


  “Did you kill one?” Saberrak asked challengingly as he lowered his stance and prepared for the onslaught of whatever was hunting them.


  “No. I killed eight, horned one.” she caught her breath, and backed up closer to James, Saberrak, Zen and Cristoff. She noticed the line of five human archers behind the line of five soldiers who had drawn longblades and shields next to their lord. Gwenneth was behind them with the horses, staff in hand, waiting like the rest of them to see what would come over the ledge.


  “Men, you stay in formation and protect the left center and flank. We will take the right. Archers, continue to fire to the sides to prevent any surround. When you are out of arrows, draw blades and protect the wizard and the horses. Cut them down quickly, Alden have mercy.” Lord Cristoff raised his sword, feeling the pull of his heavy armor and shield, and waited for the moment to order them to fire. He heard the dwarf praying in his native tongue and saw him take a knee and rest his shaved head on the head of his warhammer. Cristoff looked to his right and noticed James with eyes closed whispering something as his blade touched his face in some form of a salute. Shinayne was standing straight, turned to the side, blades low, poised and ready. He glanced at Saberrak who was crouched low with his weapons crossed in front of his horns, staring at the edge of the plateau. The Lord of Saint Erinsburg looked behind, above and past Gwenne. He noticed an opening, manmade for certain maybe four or five hundred feet up the steep summit. It was a carved stone entrance, a perfect semicircle of dark stone engraved into the mountainside. Cristoff looked harder, seeing trees of strange giant leaves arranged in rows in front of the fifty foot high cavern opening.


  “Where is the scroll?” asked the noble lord as he looked at the small formation about to stand against far too great a force.


  “I gave it to Zen to keep protected under his armor. Why?” the minotaur huffed quietly, not wanting to be distracted as he heard the clawing and trampling of the score of lizardmen nearing the edge.


  “If this does not go well Zen, there is a cavern entrance above us five hundred feet. Get the scroll inside there before it is too late.” seeing the black reptilian heads of at least thirty salisans climb over the ledge, spears and small blades in their clawed hands, Cristoff cut down with his swordarm for his men to fire.


  Before any arrows landed into the first wave of lizardmen hunters, a scorching blast of white heat, followed by three more, sizzled through the air overhead. Four salisans screamed out in pain as their midnight scales erupted in flames then fell down off the cliff in trails of smoke. Gwenne raised her staff after her arcane blasts had done their work, and summoned a protective barrier around the plateau. Just in time, as spears tipped with poison floundered through the watery magic wall and fell harmlessly all around the warriors prepared to fight.


  The archers fired into the mass of advancing lizardmen, a few falling to the ground only to be trampled and climbed over by their kin as they charged the sixteen on the plateau with just under a hundred remaining. Saberrak moved first, charging forward and impaling one creature on his horns, then sweeping with his greataxe into the flank of another. His muscles tightened as his slashed the curved shamshir across the neck of a third salisan warrior. The lizard hunters thrust spears at him, and clawed up at the towering minotaur, who now had their red blood all over him from brutal swings of his weapons. His scale armor saw its first battle scars, deflecting many spearheads and dagger cuts. Two brave salisans jumped on top of him, while a third charged him from the front in an attempt to topple the horned gladiator.


  As the black scaled salisan hunters swarmed over the edge, the archers released their arrows, one after another into the mass of reptilian adversaries. One of the bowmen drew his shortblade and withdrew to stand next to Gwenneth Lazlette, as he was quickly out of arrows. “I will stand to protect you, Lady Lazlette.”


  “I do not think I will be needing any, soldier.” Gwenne raised her hand, concentrating on the arcane barrier still, and directed her palm at a charging salisan. “Grimvalim tesraunim cavail!” the air around the creature filled with black mist for a moment, leaving the lizardman frozen in place, unmoving and still. Slowly over the next few seconds, it turned into gray stone, then ash.


  “Well then, you can protect me.” the young soldier stood closer to the black robed wizard, just in case anything would happen to get past her spells.


  Cristoff’s men stepped forward with their lord, shields forward and stance low as a wave of triple their number crashed into them with spear, dagger, and hissing bites. They stood tight together, Cristoff in the middle for cover. The veteran lord cut across the soft abdomen of a salisan in front of him, then turned his wrist up, slashing through the neck of another. His men began to attack, blocking poisoned spears with their oval steel shields, then plunging longswords into the horde of lizardmen that were driving them back from the ledge.


  Azenairk swung his warhammer, it thudded into the spine of a scaled creature that was on top of the minotaur. It fell to the ground, hissing and cursing in some snake-like language. Zen put his heavy boot on its throat to stop the noise, then pounded his weapon down, caving in the skull on the salisan. The dwarven priest of Vundren swung again at one of the black lizard spawn that had begun to swarm and tear into Saberrak. Twice his hammer cracked bone and scales before it let go. Claws and fangs scratched over his shield in rage, and the dwarf felt his head bleeding and burning. The dwarf rolled backward, the creature with him. He let loose his shield as he rose from the ground, leaving his enemy flat on its back holding the shield. He cracked down on the salisans knee, and its head shot forth from the pain of shattered bone. Before the screeching hiss issued, Zen placed two hands on the shaft of his weapon and struck its skull so hard the neck snapped from the blow. He reached to get his shield from the dead salisan then felt the sharp pain of a speartip in his forearm. He pulled the crude wooden weapon from his arm, it having pierced his steel plate at just the right spot. He threw it to the ground, picked up his shield, and looked for the beast that had just speared him. Zen shook his head, feeling a bit dizzy all the sudden in the middle of the battle.


  James deflected another spear attack, then another, barely keeping up with the mass that had begun to surround he and Shinayne to the right of the flat ground. The knight of Chazzrynn felt vulnerable without his shield, yet seeing the elven swordswoman slicing through many salisans at his side reinforced his courage. He parried another spear thrust and countered with a thrust into the lizardmans chest. As he withdrew his blade, covered in blood, he ducked a dagger cut and claw swipe from another creature. His crimson-soaked blade pulled out of his enemy’s ribs in time to parry and unexpected spear thrust; the griffon wing crosspiece of his former lord’s sword caught the attack inches from his neck. His broadsword thrust forward, piercing the scales of one salisans chest, his left hand grabbed the spear from another. James Andellis slashed across the face then the stomach of the black scaled beast, sending it hissing off of the cliff. He threw the spear at a third salisan warrior and the tip buried deep above its groin. He turned to see many more than he could count advancing on him and Shinayne, and then a human man behind them, cloaked in black. James kept fighting the overwhelming numbers of reptile savages as they passed through the shimmering barrier of magical force, and held back his impulses to withdraw.


  Two blades pulled fee of the falling salisan, leaving his body falling limp at her feet. Shinayne’s curved longblade parried a spear thrust, then her shortblade split the creature wide open across the lower abdomen. Before it could hiss out in pain, the elven longsword cut through its neck and the head dropped to the ground next to many of its dead kin. Lady T’Sarrin spun low, cleaving two scaled savages at the knees. She had noticed the silent human stalking toward her up the side of the mountain, and also the way his hands rested on his pommels as he walked. She knew who it was, and was determined to get to him before he reached the plateau. Her boot heel kicked one of the injured salisans down, providing her with a jumping off point. She stepped back, then rapidly dashed on top of the backs of her fallen enemies and sprung through the air off of the ledge. Shinayne landed with a tucked roll far below her allies. On the side of the mountain, only she, two salisan warriors, and Alec Silverblade stood facing each other.


  “Your face is prettier than I remember. I assume you wish another lesson?” the elven noble circled her three adversaries, staring at the scarred human she had kicked into the bay only three nights ago.


  “Vimm, rip her legs off, but leave me the face.” Alec Silverblade drew his rapier and shortblade as the savage salisan leader and his best warrior charged the elf.


  Cristoff pulled his longsword from the lizardmans mouth where he had plunged it through the back of its head. He backed up two steps and glanced around. He saw stone statues of salisans around Gwenne, yet his archers were all dead but one, swarmed with the enemy. He had lost three of his men here despite the pile of scaled corpses they had sent down the cliff. The minotaur had backed up from the edge, a score of bodies scattered around him. Saberrak’s body was covered in blood and wounds, still fighting the beasts as they tried to drag him down to the ground. James was withdrawing, swinging wildly on the right flank at more reptilian warriors that streamed toward him. The Lord of Saint Erinsburg did not see the elf anywhere, yet he saw at least fifty that had begun to surround and push them back. He looked up the mountain behind him, and spotted Zen climbing, stumbling, then climbing again as if he were drunk, scroll in hand and being pursued by two salisans. More flaming projectiles of white heat seared past Cristoff’s head and into the lizardmen as Gwenne continued to unleash arcane fury upon the horde.


  “Fall back! Retreat up the mountain! Leave the horses, get to the summit, now!” the noble lord knew that being surrounded would be the end. They could fight at the edge of the cliff and have advantage, but there were too many, and they had been overrun on the left flank and lost their archers. The veteran of many wars, Cristoff knew when the battleground was lost.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Sweat poured from every part of Azenairk’s body, the poison coursing through his veins. His breath was short, and he knew he was being chased up the slope at the top of the mountain. Blue and green flashes of light dulled his vision and his stomach felt cold on the inside. Chills swept through his bones, followed by heat in his chest that nearly forced him to fall. The dwarven priest of Vundren pushed on, his warhammer used as a crutch to keep him upright as he ran. He saw tall trees in rows on the right and left of a pond, a stone encircled pond that was far from natural this high on a mountain. The trees were at least a hundred feet high, dark brown bark that swirled around the trunks, and flat green leaves of enormous size far above. Zen felt smaller now more than ever before upon seeing this courtyard with an engraved stone entrance into the side of the rock face. It too was magnificent, half a circle fifty or more feet high, carved with symbols of dragons and leaves and wreaths of vine. The tip of the mountain above him, he tried to stay conscious.


  Azenairk fell to a knee, dropped his shield into the pool, and fell to his chest. He could faintly hear the sound of hissing salisans behind him, his hearing coming and going with the cold chills. With whatever strength he could muster, the dwarf pushed himself up to his knees, then to his feet. He turned to see the two lizardmen rushing toward him, his vision blurry and strange in color. His steel warhammer weighed a thousand pounds it seemed, but he lifted it with both hands. Taking aim, he saw his friends withdrawing far below, swarmed with enemies they could not defeat. The lizard closed in, and he swung the desperate swing of a dying dwarf.


  The black reptilian hunter ducked under the blow, and leapt onto his prey, sending the two rolling to the ground. Zen’s heavy plate armor crushed the lizard warrior to the earth, and the dwarf raised his warhammer with both hands, eyes closed. He heard the sound of cracking skull, and smashed down again and again until the movement from under his legs stopped. He opened his eyes in time to be face to face with the second salisan. He felt the dagger dig deep into his side, and felt the cold steel pull out of him as the creature went for his throat. The last of the Thalanaxe family reached out and grabbed the scaly warrior by the throat first, squeezed, and threw it into the pond. “Aaarrhh!” he had been cut deep, poisoned, his body needed something to continue.


  After the splash, Zen began to stumble toward the entrance again, now feeling his hot blood cool and dampen down his left side. One eye open, the dwarf staggered into the entrance into whatever lay in the mountain. It was dark, yet he saw glimmers of light far ahead and down. His blurred vision could make out immense stairs that led down where two torches burned. His eyes were accustomed to the dark, yet as the poison coursed he could only make out a few stalagmites in the gargantuan cavern. He heard movement from behind him, he knew that the salisan was out of the pool and following him into the cavern. The sound of battle and magical blasts continued far behind him down the mountainside. Azenairk’s warhammer fell to the stone floor, his hand could not hold it any longer, and he fell after it. He heard footsteps and the drag of a tail, the shadow of the lizardman savage stretched out from the entrance, casting him in darkness.


  Zen reached for the scroll under his breastplate, pulled it out and tossed it far into the dark of the cavern from where he lay. “Vundren, bless me and take me to the mountain of my family. Bring me the grace and honor you bore me with, and allow me to keep it in death. Have I not lived to your wishes, or that of my people, forgive me.” the black scaled salisan knelt down over the dwarf, its orange eyes shining in the dark as it grabbed Zen’s black beard with its clawed hand and raised his chin. It smiled, weaving the dagger back and forth as it saw the outstretched neck of its prey. “And if it be your will Vundren, take this bastard with me, so I may battle him in your divine halls within the great mountain.” he closed his eyes and prepared to die, unable to respond to the murderous reptile that held him helpless as the poison worked his body. He tried to raise an arm, to move at all, but he could not.


  The creature looked up, both of them heard the heavy breathing and steps that were far too loud for anything human. Red eyes illuminated the cavern, reptilian eyes as big as a horse, and the roar that followed shook the stone and caused the salisan to urinate on the dwarf he was about to kill. Faster than a blink of an eye, the reptilian killer was gone, followed by a flash of movement, and a guttural crunching of bones and flesh. Muffled hisses followed by the clanging of the steel dagger on the stone ground were all the dwarf heard beyond the chewing. He strained to look up, shaking from the poison and the cold chills as a result of his wound losing so much blood. His breath was short, but he held it in as he tried to sit up before he was also eaten.


  “Durum thim adrol eckix moorest vyrr?” the deep resonating voice asked a question, that much he knew, and the voice was feminine and soft yet deep. The eyes were inches from his face, glowing red with silver lines and a silvery black slivered pupil. Zen stared, as it looked like glowing rubies with etchings of silver veins, and the proximity cast warmth around him as if the eyes radiated heat.


  “I don’t know what you just said, but it sounded pleasant, m’lady. I sure hope yer Ansharr, I hope ya don’t eat me, and I hope you can help my friends.” Zen fell back down, dizzy and swooning. A pool of blood had collected under him from his punctured side.


  “Why are you here, dwarf? What trouble have you brought to my mountain?” the dragon responded in the darkness of her cavern at the summit of the mountain, sniffing and observing the armored dwarf in her home. She spoke in perfect Agarian, realizing that this dwarf obviously could not know her native tongue. She smelled his blood, his sweat, and even detected the poison in his veins.


  “The scroll…of Annar…the salisan army…Kalzarius sent us…to Ansharr…my friends-“ his voice stopped, his breath going into a deep comatose state as he bled out on the stone. The last thing he saw was the claw of the dragon touch his head, dark red scales gently caressed in the dark, and golden light surrounded him. He felt warm, cleansed, free of pain and very tired. Azenairk closed his eyes and drifted off into a warm place of the unknown as the dragon carefully walked past him and out the engraved opening. All went still and black.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Shinayne stepped over the salisan warrior’s black scaled corpse, blades free of it’s chest, and strode toward the one Alec had called Vimm. She saw many scars, necklaces of bones and teeth, and a confident poise in the way he held his spear. The elven swordswoman looked past the slaisan chieftain and saw Alec circling to the right, moving to flank her. She could hear the sounds of battle getting further away, and had heard Cristoff’s order to retreat. She had no choice now but to face off against these two that led the hunt against them. Her steps moved quickly to the left, keeping the reptilian leader inbetween her and the scarred agent of the White Spider, safely away from the remaining scaled horde that pursued her friends.


  The spear shot forward, a two handed lunge aimed at her chest which Shinayne simply turned aside to avoid. A second thrust, and another sidestep, then a third. The elven woman was antagonizing the veteran salisan warrior, hoping he would charge in before the young swordsman of Harlaheim got into position behind her. Vimm dove forward, feinting with the spear and drawing a bone dagger with his right hand. Shinayne parried them both, blades connecting with the spear and dagger of her savage opponent. She feigned to retreat back, moving downhill quickly then stopping abruptly. The momentum of the lizardman carried him sliding forward down the slope at the elf as he tried to stop. His spear and dagger arced out at her in a vicious double strike as he went past. Shinayne stepped to the left, her footing sure and solid, and ducked under the spear. As Vimm slid by, she cut upward with both weapons, then turned and walked up toward Alec Silverblade.


  The young agent swordsman waited for Vimm to stand back up from his slip, so they could take her together. Vimm stood up, and looked at the back of the beautiful elven woman as she walked toward the human. The salisan felt his neck and right arm, then felt the blood pour out of the two razor sharp deep lacerations. He took a step forward then fell face first into a pine tree and slid into darkness. His throat cut clean through on each side unbeknownst to him, only a small hiss escaped as he fell onto the mountainside awaiting death.


  “I think Vimm is going to let us dance alone.” Shinayne stepped cautiously close to Alec Silverblade, waiting for him to make the first move again.


  “I owe you elf, one good cut to scar that pretty face of yours like-“ his guard was up as two curved elven swords cut across at him, and were met with his swords.


  The rapier rang loud back and forth against the longblade of the elven woman, as she pushed him up the mountain with driving precision. His straight edged shortsword lunged out only to be parried with her curved off hand weapon each time. His eyes were set on her chest, the purple and black clothing with fine chainmail underneath. Her arms and legs moved in unison, deadly steps that he barely kept pace with. Alec feigned a slip, then cut high with his rapier, cutting a small lock of golden curl from his opponent.


  Shinayne lunged forward with both blades, hoping to be parried and have a quick counterattack, but Alec did not take the bait and merely backed up a few more steps. She heard the sounds of battle once more from above as the two trained duelists crossed blades and fought up the mountain. Alec attacked her from above with high point stabs, and she would go low with sweeping arcs at his legs and abdomen. Parry after parry, lunge after feinted lunge, she backed him up closer to the battle and closer to her friends. His shortblade cut across at her chest, and she met it with her weapons crossed and then turned her arms and wrists to the left and dove his sword into a tree. With his weight behind it, the tip dug deep into the pine and stuck.


  Alec’s rapier pierced through her garments as she turned to her right. Her blades sliced across his thigh and flank, the rapier parrying only one attack. He fell to a knee as his thigh was gashed open, but he still reached up and dislodged his off hand shortsword from its pine tree sheath. The assassin threw his shortblade end over end at the elven woman, which met her curved shortblade and knocked it out of her hand and off into the leaves. He stood and balanced himself with his free hand, and lunged forward with his steel rapier. He hoped he could take her with one blade on one blade.


  Shinayne parried his thrusts and cuts, switching from one hand to the other to throw his guard off. He parried to the left, and her attacks came from her right hand, then he turned to properly position himself only to have her switch her blade with a quick flip from one hand to the other. She backed him up with quick and constant steps as his attacks and parries became wild and exaggerated. Shinayne lunged, then halted halfway through as his counterattack swept out at her neck. She quickly followed his blade, cutting his rapier and forcing it into another tree. The elven swordswoman spun in full circle, slashing the White Spider agent across the upper chest and followed it with a kick to his face with her heel. Alec Silverblade went head over backwards rolling and sliding down Soujan Mountain, weaponless and bleeding heavily.


  The noble highborne elf thought to get her matching shortblade, but the leaves were thick and her friends were fighting without her aid. She made a motion to go down the slope and put her blade through Alec, but the cost of moments was not worth it. Not wasting another second, Shinayne ran up to the ledge of the plateau as fast as her legs would take her, hoping she was not too late.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Saberrak threw the shamshir, pommel over blade, into the ribs of a salisan warrior, then cleaved another in half with the greataxe. Its hissing mouth and body fell down the slope while the lower half slumped at the gray minotaur’s feet. The gray gladiator swung his axe two-handed now, hacking into the shoulder of another black scaled beast as it closed, followed by an upward smash with the handle that shattered its jaw. Saberrak kicked it in the chest and sent it sprawling back into the dozens more that still clamored and crawled after the horned warrior and his allies. He felt his many cuts from razor sharp claws and daggers, even a few spears that had left their poison smudge on his scale armor but had not pierced through it or his tough hide. Feeling no effects, the minotaur continued to withdraw up the mountain, keeping pace with Lord Cristoff and James. He had not seen the elf in some time, but Saberrak knew she could handle herself as well as anyone else on the field, probably more so. It was Azenairk he was worried about, for he had not seen where the dwarf had gone.


  Cristoff stood side by side with James, backpeddling up the slope and cutting down salisan warriors as they went. Cristoff’s men had fallen minutes ago, overwhelmed by the lizard horde of hunters and savage mob tactics they employed. The noble lord had even seen his horse, Leonis, get ravaged along with the other steeds. Had he not been leaning on Sir Andellis already from the poisoned spear wound in his shoulder, he would have killed the salisans that butchered his helpless stallion. His longsword parried a dagger from an orange eyed reptilian warrior, cutting it down with a wicked slice that split it from nostril to groin. Three more rushed in, one of them falling from a backswing cut from James before it reached the lord. James held Cristoff up as he began to fall again, deflecting and riposting with quick cuts and piercing attacks to fend off the enemy more than kill. He had been in this position before, and he remembered well his Lord Arlinne falling to the ogre so many years ago. James was not about to let Lord Cristoff suffer the same fate.


  “James, let me stand. Run for the entrance and leave me to fight here, I only slow you down.” the Lord of Saint Erinsburg thrust his blade into another screeching lizardman hunter.


  “I am afraid that is not an option my lord. You can die in the next battle if you would like, but not this one.” James cut across at a salisan, severing its arm that held a spear. The veteran knight looked around, not seeing Shinayne nor Zen. He guessed that thirty still pursued over the trail of dead they had left on the side of Soujan Mountain. He was amazed for a moment that they were still alive and had killed so many. His head turned, seeing the stone opening at the summit only a hundred feet away now, and maneuvered to the left side of what looked to be a pool of some sort. When he turned his head back, James saw Shinayne running up the side of the slope heading right toward them. Only thirty or so salisans stood between them. The Knight of Chazzrynn smiled, realizing that the flat ground here by the entrance would allow the enemy to surround them before she reached them. Having cheated death a few times, James surrendered in his mind that this time he might be so lucky.


  “Adreamir leandramil vanoush!” flames erupted from the ground in front of James and the poisoned lord, causing them to stumble back and cover their faces. Another arcane blast of fire bolted from the ground high into the blue sky on the mountain. The flames lingered like a set of pillars, burning several black reptilian hunters, and forcing the mass to move around. Gwenneth Lazlette raised her staff, levitating off of the ground now and into the air. She drew all the salisans attention toward her as they maneuvered around the flaming walls and readied their spears to throw at the dangerous woman. Gwenne’s dark hair blew across her face, almost disrupting the utterance of an incantation that brought forth a swirling green mist around her. The spears flew, dozens aimed at her, revenge for turning many of their kinsmen to statues and dust on the slopes. As the poisoned projectiles neared their target they smoldered and disintegrated into ash that covered her black robes. Gwenne smiled as the reptiles rushed ahead, many realizing that she had just bought her allies more time to reach the top by distracting them, and desperate moments for Saberrak to stand with James and Cristoff. The wizard also saw salisans begin to drop in the rear, as Shinayne was coming from behind, cutting them down as she snuck through their ranks.


  A massive and monstrous roar stopped every creature dead in their tracks; the minotaur crouched low, James and Cristoff dropped to the ground, Shinayne turned behind a tree, Gwenneth turned to look behind her as the mass of salisan hunters shook in fear. The ground shook as a dragon, hundreds of feet in length with dark red scales and black stripes, closed its yellow fanged mouth and glared at the lizardmen. Her eyes were bright red with silver markings, her leathery reptilian wings stretched out the length of two galleons while she perched at the opening to the cave on all four claws, the massive opening that the dragon filled entirely. The ancient dragon looked down at the humans, the minotaur, and the elven woman, then took in a quick breath. From fifty feet in the air she lowered her head adorned with small horns at the end of a long spined neck. The dragon’s mouth opened as orange and red light shone from her throat, pulsing light like a thousand torches in the wind. With a heave of air and chest muscle, the beast aimed its head down the slope as flame and molten ash shot forth in a stream. The bodies of dozens of salisan warriors erupted and incinerated from the blast of inhumanly intense fire. Sticking to their bodies as if they were covered in oil, the lizardmen hissed and screamed as they burned and fled in terror down the mountainside.


  “Friends of Kalzarius, get inside. I will be back in a few moments.” her soft female voice was contradictory to the roar she had issued just seconds before. Ansharr flapped her gigantic wings and dove off the top of the mountain sending dust, leaves, and debris whipping into the air. She went to hunt the pesky salisans that dared to come to her mountain, and she would leave none alive.


  Shinayne looked at Saberrak, who looked at James and Cristoff, who looked at Gwenne and then to the entrance. Shinayne had seen dragons from great distance before in her homeland of Kilikala, but nothing close to the size of Ansharr, not even half that size in fact. They all remained still for a long moment, not believing what they had seen. They tried to move, as if it were an unnatural effort to do so. Saberrak forced himself to step over and take Cristoff from James to carry him to the summit. Wounded, poisoned, exhausted and covered in the blood of their enemies; they rushed into the cavern to find Zen. Fires burned on the mountaintop from the great breath of the ancient dragon, and more below as she scoured her territory for the survivors. Smoke and screams rose high in the air. As they reached the summit, the roars and blasts of flaming breath echoed from the cliffs below. Black ash fog, like pillars of gray mass reaching the heavens, filled two sides of Soujan Mountain. The heavy beat of giant wings and the occasional screech of terror cut the silence quite regularly.


  They passed the entryway and saw Azenairk inside the cavern alone lying still in a pool of his blood. Quickly, they rushed to the side of their unmoving friend in hopes they were not too late. He was not moving, and the blood looked to be more than a dwarf could have inside. Shinayne and Gwenne wept as Saberrak and James stood over the dwarf. Cristoff searched the sky from atop the mountain in disbelief that they had survived, in disbelief of the dragon that he had not thought real until just now.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Exodus II:VII


  Castle L’Herrim, City of Harlaheim


  Richmond sat patiently, writing several documents in his royal bedchamber. False letters to the cardinal, the king of Caberra, his wife the queen, and others; all making mention of his suspicions of Lady Florin possibly trying to take the throne since he had no heir. Lies, deceits, and blames that could have only been his were heaped onto this woman. The King of Harlaheim dated most of them weeks and months prior to this day and sealed them with wax and the crown signet of the kingdom. He had placed more damaging documents on the bishop, Savanno and Rosana, the knights, and even Kalzarius. The young king had little skill with a blade, less love in his heart than most, but lies and corruption had been his mainstay in the throne rooms for as long as he could remember. He would see the order unite under him, the knights free him, using who he could to regain power; but it had to be done where the people could see it. Richmond knew his downfall had been the people of Harlaheim, he had not given them the king they wanted, and now he shall. Blood, blame, revolution, he would give them what any downtrodden people wanted, and then some more. His ally in this above all, was Florin herself, for she had helped in staging much of what had transpired per their agreement.


  The door opened by the royal guard who kept him under close eye at all times, and Javiel bowed as he walked in. The room was adorned with busts and small statues of former kings, tapestries depicting the glorious battles of the old kingdom, and books upon tomes that lined the walls. Richmond did not look up at him he noticed, sitting on the edge of his elaborate bed of marble and pillared bedposts. “Your majesty, you sent for me?”


  “Bishop, how have I failed you?”


  “You have not, my king. It is Florin’s madness that has overtaken you and the throne. Many saw it rising, and many thought you were part of it. Until now, we had suspicions that the two of you were in some strange unison. Truth be told, so did I. But this is madness sire, what can I do?” Javiel came closer to Richmond and looked with him out the window at the sunset over the city. He knew that Richmond was in league with Florin, his spy Balric had proven that much many months ago. Yet if this was a ruse, it was far beyond anything he could understand. With the cardinal and Balric gone, Javiel knew he had to be very careful in any decisions he made.


  “I thought I was doing best by taking a wife from Caberran royalty, by keeping Florin and her skills in power to protect the throne, and by rooting out the old allegiances that were holding the kingdom back. I never saw any of this coming, never. Stay the execution Bishop, I will not see the queen beheaded in public for following her heart.” Richmond cried softly, believably, and held his hand to his face to try and hide it.


  “Yes your majesty, I will make sure it does not happen. However, this will place me at odds and in danger of Seneschal Florin’s wrath. What can I do to protect myself and the queen? I will need protection, royal protection sire.” Javiel went fishing for information, trying to take advantage of Richmond in his vulnerable state and root out more of his allies. The bishop knew full well that the Crossguard Legion would be arriving to place the cardinal on the throne within the week. The more allies of Richmonds he found out, the better his place in the new monarchy.


  The king stood up from the bed, walked over to his desk and opened one of the drawers. His eyes full of sorrow and shame, he looked to the bishop pleadingly with a sealed scroll in hand. “This is my confession in writing, Javiel, and an order for you to take those knights loyal to the church and place the power of the kingdom in their hands, behind you. Take my royal guard if you need them.”


  “Your Majesty, I do not know-“


  “However, I have one request.” Richmond held his hand to his face and pulled the scroll to his chest, trying to cover his false guilt and shame.


  “Anything Richmond, I understand this must be difficult.” Javiel could feel his position in the kingdom and the church rising with every moment.


  “When Savanno comes to rescue the queen, come and get me out of here. I wish to see her one last time, and to see my most loyal knight take her to safety far from this place. Whatever you can do to ensure they escape, I would appreciate it. My rule is over, and I hope that the two of them find peace outside this political storm that has befallen me.” Richmond the Second burst into slobbering tears as he handed the scroll to the bishop, and returned to the bed to lay his face in the pillows.


  “And where will you go, your majesty?” Javiel put the scroll into his white and red robes, up the loose sleeves to keep it hidden.


  “My family has several small manors in Shanador and the free lands of Willborne, I will find peace there myself. Take the rest of the scrolls there as well.” he pointed to the open drawer. “They are orders to Wynnegarde, Devonmir, and Saint Erinsburg to pay their loyalty to the church and inform them of my resigned state and abandonment of the throne. They will empower you and those loyal to the kingdom to see this transition through and remove Seneschal Florin from power in my absence.”


  “Whom do I ask to assist in freeing you and keeping myself protected, my king? I am unsure of who has loyalty to whom.” the bishop took the scrolls, having no intention of getting them to the proper place, for he had the only one he needed. He would take power over the capital city, and therefore the kingdom without the aid of the outlying domains.


  “Sir Sulian is loyal, as is Sir Karai. Both are pious and serve the church as much as the kingdom. They will listen to you and to Savanno when he comes for Rosana. They will keep you safe from any men loyal to Florin. Now go, and do not forget me, Javiel. I hope to see you restore the glory to Harlaheim that I failed to bring, and do not call me your king. I am Richmond L’Herrim the Second, nothing more now.” the young king lay still on the bed, with a look of defeat and depression that could not have been more convincing.


  “I will see to it that you, Savanno, and the queen are taken from here when the time comes, if that time comes. I vow before Alden to maintain the power of the church in the city as best I can, Richmond.” Javiel bowed, and turned to leave.


  “Wait bishop, one more thing.” The young deposed king rose and stepped over to his elaborate shelves, pulled one of the books which opened a painting on the far side of the chamber. He walked toward it, reached in, and held his crown. Gold and sapphire, shining in the torchlight like a holy relic from heaven itself. “Do not let Florin take this from me. Wear it if you must, hide it, but do not let her wear my crown.”


  Javiel was lost for words, yet took the symbol of the kingdom, the crown of Richmond, and placed it in his sleeves with the scrolls. “I will guard it with my life your highness, umm…sire…Richmond.”


  “Go with God Javiel, and God save Harlaheim.”


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The cold night air washed over the quiet men in the courtyard of the tower as they rested. It had been two hours since the last barrage from the standing army of Harlaheim that surrounded the twenty story structure. Capitan Jean-Ris knew that three of the four gates now held statues of soldiers that had been turned to stone in attempt to charge through. At least thirty men of the army now led by Sir Sebastian had died, but not one from anything he had done. His gray guards and wizards he was commanding had not fired one shot, nor taken offense against the army yet. It had been almost over two days since the siege began, and still the barriers of arcane force, sparking electricity, walls of flame, and mists of deadly magic held in place from Kalzarius.


  “None of the other knights are here, nor is Florin present, master.” Cilano looked across at the army in standing formation, loading catapults and ballistae as the sun set in the east behind the tower. The western horizon was dark, lit only by the white reflection of Carice and the sliver of crescent Gimmor peering from the Bori Mountains far across the bay.


  “Are you thinking there is motive behind that my student?” Kalzarius leaned on his staff from the top floor of his home, tired and weary from no sleep in days.


  “Yes, honestly. I think this is a diversion to keep us from what is going on in the throne rooms and so that we are unable to assist Gwenneth and her friends with the scroll of Annar. I have no doubt.” Cilano held his white bleached pine staff up, seeing the onyx gem glow with golden light, and stepped next to his master.


  “Is it time for me to rest then? You know what to do if-“


  “Kalzarius, master, I have done this with you several times. I know all of the incantations of the defenses, the triggers at the gates, and even the arcane energies to transform the trees should we be breached. I can hold the barrier for three or four hours, but I will wake you before then. Take a few hours rest.”


  “Very true, very true. You have been my best student Cilano, that much is certain. Wake me if anything transpires.” the old wizard walked from the balcony, and into his bedchamber. He was feeling his age catching up with him, sensing that he could not hold the defenses alone for more than a day at a time any longer. It was not always so, and Kalzarius worried much of what would happen to when he was gone from this world.


  “Master Kalzarius, why exactly do we stay here?” Cilano had been wanting to ask the question for many years, but rarely had the nerve. For some reason beyond him, it seemed like the time to ask.


  “We stay because this is my home, and a sought after place of learning steeped in history and tradition.” the old master of the arcane replied from the comfort of his bed, the swirling magical lanterns and lights outside the windows giving him solace and peace.


  “It has nothing to do with the prison below then?” Cilano dared to bring up the secrets he was asked to never speak of. He knew that there was a prison, the mythical prison of Et Mowginnar, and it was kept in a secret impassible chamber far below the tower. He had heard and read many things about what it was, mostly theological superstition and ancient speculation.


  “It does, and that information must never leave this tower. Should someone ever hear of it, and know what it is, it could destroy far more than this city or kingdom. She must never be unleashed, nor her servants of the prison of the dead. The exiled of the Gods must never be found.” Kalzarius knew that only he remained of the wizards and priests that had been passed the knowledge of the chamber that held an artifact of terrible damnation. None of them, not even he, knew how to open it, use it, or had even seen what was beyond. When he was young and rebuilt his tower over the old one that’s sole purpose was to guard what lay beneath, Kalzarius was sworn never to open it nor pass on the information except to the one who would take his place upon death. He was told it was of terrible power, and held beings that could not be controlled. A woman of ages old immortality was tied to the prison, and her name was never to be known nor the prison ever viewed. It had been there for thousands of years, taken from the north by someone speculated to be Megos himself, the God of the white moon and father of magic from long ago. Regardless of the history, Kalzarius had kept his word, and passed only the knowledge of its existence to Cilano, who would replace him as the guardian of the tower when the time came. The master of the tower thought of how unrewarding it had been to guard Et Mowginnar, a mystical prison he had never seen.


  “So that is the real reason that we do not leave this city, no matter how many times we are attacked, besieged, or betrayed.” Cilano closed his eyes and concentrated on the defenses, sensing if the enemy was approaching or not. They were not, and his arcane power and focus flowed through him and his staff as he cleared his mind.


  “You are correct. And we shall always be here, protecting what cannot be destroyed, what must never be heard of or found, and absolutely must never be opened. The prison of the damned will forever be held in secret, sealed off from the world under this tower. You will carry on this task after I am gone, and then pass it to another.” Kalzarius turned over on his side and began to sleep, comfortable in the fact that not even he knew how to open the outermost ancient gates of magicked iron that would lead to the prison. Those secrets had been lost for almost two thousand years. No one knew of them, supposedly.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The painting of Richmond the First, a faded full length pose of the man in regal blue velvet robes on the throne, opened and creaked. Richmond looked up, dagger in hand under the sheets, then relaxed seeing Florin step from the secret passage. Her blue velvet cape fastened over the black tunic decorated with the crown and rose looked stunning, especially with the silver crown of the queen atop her dark short locks of hair. Her eyes of rich brown seemed to smile more than her mouth as she bowed slightly and walked over to the bed.


  “It is done then?” Florin stayed clear of the window and spoke softly, knowing guards were positioned on the other side of the door.


  “Almost. The bishop will do as I have asked, which will make me appear merciful to the people and the church by staying the execution. When I leave here with Rosana and her lover, you head to Saint Erinsburg along the forest road. Imprison Javiel after I leave, the scrolls should prove enough to the knights. They will be looking for you, and most likely try and turn the army to their cause with myself, you, and the bishop out of the picture.” Richmond stood and looked out the window, admiring the moons journeying slowly over his city.


  “And what of Savanno? What if he and the queen delay?” Florin paced slowly, tapping her rapier to her boot.


  “He will take her to Shanador, the only safe haven they have. Let whatever attempt to enter the city seem victorious, then we will make an escape. Caberra would imprison him, Chazzrynn is too far, and Willborne is not safe; he knows this much. When they leave, you kill him and capture her. You know what to do from that point on. By the time you return, all will be ready. We have little time Florin, the cardinal will arrive and try and wrest the throne. This bolstering of my rule will fail unless I have an heir on the way, the people behind me, and you to blame for much treason and atrocity.” Richmond smiled, knowing full well that his plans would work if all carried out his orders.


  “And the other knights? I may have to kill a few that become suspicious you realize. That leaves Kalzarius and the Cardinal to deal with.” the Seneschal of Harlaheim drew her steel blade, admiring the craftsmanship of the thorned vine crosspiece and etchings of roses upon the straight edge.


  “Do what you must. The queen will have come back to me out of love, I will have the praise of the army and people for ceasing the siege and stopping the killings in the city streets you have yet to perform, then the citizens will love me. Once I have a loyal and forgiven queen bearing my child on the throne, the cardinal will have no power. That will leave Kalzarius alone, without Savanno’s allegiance, to speak ill of a king with the whole of the city behind him. Not even the cardinal would dare question me. Then we will hand pick and place the knights we want into the church and the court.” Richmond smiled at Florin, knowing she was despising the thought of bearing his child, no matter what the pay was. “Then you will mysteriously die after childbirth, and enjoy your life wherever, with all your gold.”


  “Pardon my leave, your highness. I have people to slaughter and riots to start in your city. I must earn my execution well. Good night.” Florin stepped into the shadows of the secret door behind the painting and closed it behind her. The thought went through her mind to kill him, but it was not time, not yet anyway.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Sir Sulian waited for the guards on patrol to pass by in the poorly lit street. His cloak covered his face and armor well, his tension thankfully could not be seen in the dark. He motioned to the eight soldiers of the Order of Saint Tarumin that he had gathered from the church. The knight of Harlaheim turned the corner and knocked three times on the worn wooden door to the abandoned stone carcass of a building. It opened, one of Cristoff’s men that had come with Savanno stood ready with crossbow in hand. He nodded, the nod was returned, and the men followed Sulian below to the dingy basement.


  “Here, take some food.” Sulian tossed small bundles of wrapped roast chicken and bread, his men did the same, plenty for the ten men from Saint Erinsburg and his uncle, Savanno. The candles provided just enough light to make out that there were men here, nothing more.


  “Where is Karai and his men?” the former Lord Knight Errant opened his food, began eating on reflex as they were all starving from the journey and hiding out. He saw much fewer men that he had expected.


  “Karai has been summoned by the bishop along with his men. Protective detail to the bishop he said, he can do nothing about it, the church and order sanctioned it. Sir Leonard’s men will be spreading the word in less than an hour that you were seen by the docks. Florin is nowhere to be seen, which worries me the most.” Sulian removed his tabard with the symbol of the crown and rose emblazoned upon it, and tossed it into an empty crate, then motioned for his men to do the same.


  “With eighteen men behind us nephew, this will be dangerous indeed. Perhaps you should allow me to go this alone, you risk much.” Savanno stood and placed his white armband on his bicep, centering the red feathered cross perfectly. It was obvious that he had no intention of hiding who he was. “Men of Saint Erinsburg, remove your tabards.”


  Every man except for Savanno Lisario had chainmail armor and a cloak to cover, no symbols or designations of king or city to mark them. “If this is not the will of God, I am sure he will send me a sign uncle.” Sir Sulian walked halfway up the stairs, and turned to face the crowded filthy basement full of men who were about to commit high treason on so many levels.


  “Thank you nephew, you are a finer knight than myself, your father would be more than proud.” the veteran lord of knights saluted his nephew, the eighteen men surrounding him did the same; sword blade raised to the center of their faces then lowered and sheathed.


  “Men of Harlaheim and Saint Erinsburg, we are about to commit high treason, if any of you want out, now is the time.” Sulian paused, waiting respectfully for anyone who had a change of heart. Hearing nothing, he continued. “The queen has been imprisoned, awaiting a possible execution, and the king has been overthrown. Seneschal Florin is in control of our beloved city and in command of the army. A siege on the tower of Kalzarius holds most of the standing army, but Castle L’herrim is well guarded. You know some of the royal guard, and unfortunately we will have to cross blades with many of them. There is no easy way in or out of the castle, only a few shortcuts we are aware of from the sewers. We will have to enter from behind the dining hall, fight our way to the north towers, and once we have the queen, we have to fight our way out. Then we get Savanno and her majesty to the north gate and out of the city. We meet back here to hide, then one by one we resume our posts in uniform.” there was dead silence, broken by deep sighs from the soldiers, but not a word.


  “The king has been sealed off as well, and Florin and the bishop both control soldiers that are on patrol. They will fight to the death to stop us, and we will fight to the death to save the queen. If you have reservations, speak them now.” Sulian looked over the men, seeing them come to a tight stomp of attention, nothing more.


  “Then let us invade L’herrim and steal our queen.” Sulian walked up the stairs, pulled his cloak over his head, and peered down both the left and the right of the cobblestone street. With Savanno behind him, he ran north through the shadows and alleyways to a sewer grate that was already open, and climbed in. One by one, the eighteen men led by the most loyal knights in the kingdom, snuck their way under the castle in the cold winter night ready to face hundreds and die for love, justice, and the queen of Harlaheim.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Azenairk II:I


  Ansharrs Cavern, Soujan Mountain, Harlaheim


  The mountaintop he stood upon was dark reddish brown stone, and was surrounded in thick gray clouds. The sun was shining, but from where, the dwarf could not see. The moons were moving across the bright blue sky, orbiting much faster than normal. Azenairk Thalanaxe looked around, down, and even above, seeing nothing but the peaks of mountains and clouds as far as his eyes would let him. His armor weighed nothing, nor did his shield or warhammer; in fact most everything seemed to move with ease and comfort. There was no warmth, no cold, not even a breeze that he could feel. Zen walked down the sloping tip of the mountain into the clouds below him.


  The songs in his dwarven dialect were faint, almost a whisper. They arose from nowhere in the thick mist, so thick he could barely see his boots past his steel plated greaves. He saw green and white light ahead on the stairs, his mind finally came to. “Stairs? Who would be building stairs on the top of a mountain? Stairs to what?” he walked slower now, listening to the whispering hymns grow louder. Zen clutched his Hammerpiece pendant on his chest, the hammer and moons of Vundren, and closed his eyes as he tried to make out the chanting melody.


  “O’er than mountains to the westest climbs, be it darker than the blackest o times,


  Forgotten men and the haunting of vines, marketh a kingdom o the forbidden mines,


  Where be forges sacred all in a line, and deep depths o great His and divine,


  Be’ith platinum and the forging ring, and nights upon where dead dwarves sing,


  Anvils for hammers more than here be, guarded by She the demon you’ll see,


  An to it many a still man will go, seeking a riches despite whats below,


  Dyin from hell or from ghostlier steel, dyin the dark death o’ Kakisteele.


  Azenairk remembered the drunken songs sung in the mountain taverns in his homeland of Boraduum far to the south. He recalled the old dwarf’s tale of the once sought after mines, and the warning within. The priest kept walking down, shaking his head as the rhythmic whispered singing continued from all around, hearing the pounding of whiskey glasses and ale mugs along with the chant that repeatedly came from everywhere around him. The light grew closer, brighter, and the music faded as a hum overtook the whispering dwarven folk song.


  The misty clouds gave way to better vision, the stairs wound round a mountain for miles, a mountain that seemed to stretch in all directions with no end. A dwarf stood on the steps below him, green glow from his muscular build and skin. He was a bit taller, in fact nearly twice as tall as Zen if he guessed it; maybe nine feet tall actually. Naked too, save a kilt of white shining steel plate that nearly matched his pale and unearthly pallor. The only hair was the white beard that hung from his face and dozens of braided strands that were pulled back off of his head and held with shining white metal clasps. Its blue eyes were bright and glowing, like Saberrak’s after the scroll had released the strange magicks into him.


  “I am dreamin or dead, there is no fooling about it.” Zen got on a knee before the hulking dwarven man, then noticed he had feathered wings behind his back, great white wings. “Oh, dead then I would guess.”


  “Your father sends his love and pride to you, son. Do not worry for him or yourself, all is as it should be.” the voice echoed across the mountains and clouds, but not from this being with the green eerie glow to him.


  “You must be Vundren, and I must be heading with this messenger ya sent me then?” Zen looked around for the voice, knowing it had not come from the silent figure he knelt before. The priest felt his face and beard, making sure it was there and he could feel it.


  “Answers that cannot be given at this time, for you have much time before those are made clear. The last Thalanaxe has a burden and promise to keep, and you are to know only that you are blessed and watched over.” the voice was fading, and the dwarven dialect was getting crowded over with song again. A gleaming hand from the huge being rested down on the shaved head of the priest, gently with strange warmth.


  “I don’t suppose I can see my father…father?” Azenairk began to cry, hoping it was possible to speak with his idol, since he had not been able to stay for his passing in Boraduum. His heart filled with sadness and grief.


  “He is well, worry not. Keep your promise young Azenairk, and awaken. The halls of the peaks are closed for you, but prayers stream from them to you, and your pious words and deeds are most honored here. Awaken, Azenairk Thalanaxe, awaken.”


  “Could you send him a message then?” Zen looked up, seeing nothing but clouds again, hearing nothing, feeling not the stone below his feet and the weight of his armor. The dwarven angel or messenger or Vundren himself was gone. Zen felt something inside him fight to remain here, then he thought again that his father was here, somewhere. “ Ya tell him that…”


  “He is stirring Shinayne! He is breathing! Help me, get him up!” James leaned the dwarf up with the elf’s help, just as Saberrak sat Cristoff down and propped him up along the wall by the carved entrance to the cavern where he had collapsed a moment ago.


  Gwenneth and Saberrak rushed over to the dwarf who sat up in a puddle of his own blood. “Zen, can you hear us? It is Gwenne and Saberrak, and-“


  “I love him with all my heart and miss him more than he knows! I will keep my promise and find it, I swear on the beard of Vundren Father, I will…” Zen opened his eyes, seeing Shinayne, Saberrak, Gwenne, and James staring at him as he was yelling in their faces. He turned a deep red, viewing the looks of shock from his friends. He even saw Lord Cristoff peering from across the entrance, having heard the echoing shouts that could have woke the dead from their rest.


  “Well then…that was quite embarrassing and loud then. I ummm…you all didn’t hear much o that then, right? Where are we now, and where’s the dragon? Where’s the scroll?” he tried to change the subject quickly. The priest stood up, dizzy but feeling healthy and thoroughly humiliated. The smiles and smirks that turned to slight chuckles from his allies only made him blush again.


  Heavy beating of wings followed by a rush of air and wind got everyone scrambling to their feet, weapons in hand. The chamber in the mountain grew black as the giant form of the dragon covered most of the entry, only red and silver glowing eyes and faint torchlight provided any illumination.


  “The dragon is here, and the scroll is safe young priest. How are you feeling?” the soft female voice soothed them as her heavy clawed steps slowly brought her closer to Zen.


  “Much better, much better, thank you. You must be Ansharr then?” Zen bowed, remembering that the dragon had healed him when he arrived, and eaten the salisan that had been ready to cut his throat.


  “Yes, that is correct. And you were sent by Kalzarius to find me and bring me that scroll, is this true?” the dragon walked past the armed friends that stared at her, ignoring them and concentrating on the center of the room where she wished to lay. “Oovrik!” she whispered loudly in a form of arcane that only dragons knew, and the chamber lit by a hundred magical runes on the floor and walls now alive with false flickering flames.


  “Yes, that is…by Vundren and all in heaven, is that…?” Zen stuttered, turning his gaze with that of all his friends to the immense chamber now well lit. There was a cliff some hundred feet inside, to the right of the stairs. It fell perhaps thirty feet to a ledge, then again to a lower ledge, and then it dropped to nothing it seemed. The endless fall was not what caught their attention, it was the glimmering mounds of gold coins, silver and platinum coins, crowns, vases, works of art and precious metals, swords and other finely crafted weapons, statues from small size to immense, and shelves of books in dozens of languages that lined and covered the two lower chambers. Enough treasures to make any king jealous for certain. It would take years to count, but none present could deny that perhaps millions of coins lay in the grand cavern plateaus, organized in piles of specific precious metals and showered with jewels, art, and more.


  “Yes, that is mine. We will have time to talk of that and myself later. Let us talk of the scroll, your journey, and you for now. Shall we?” the great aged red dragon curled her tail and folded her wings with black striped designs, resting comfortably as she lay on the stone floor of her chamber. The scroll unrolled from her clawed hand and Ansharr began to read it as if it were her own tongue. Her claws were delicately holding the end parchment, while her other claw flicked the stone to roll and unravel. Saberrak the gray moved up, and helped unroll it, and read it quietly with the dragon. “You can read this, minotaur?”


  “Yes, I can as of three days ago.” the horned warrior replied, for some reason unafraid of this dragon or her having the scroll. The others had not moved one inch closer, almost paralyzed by her enormous size and presence and the glistening treasures of untold quantity across the cavern, but Saberrak felt none of that.


  “Come closer everyone, you have nothing to fear from me. Let us read this relic, together. Then we must discuss where you found it, how you can read such ancient words, and why Kalzarius sent you to me.” Ansharr lowered her head, seeing them all slowly close in around her and the scroll. “But first, I should like to know who you brave souls are, and why you fought off an army of salisans to get here. You may stay your weapons, I am a dear friend of Kalzarius, do not fear.”


  “I am Lady Shinayne T’Sarrin of Kilikala, great dragon. You have met Azenairk Thalanaxe, priest of Vundren from Boraduum. This is Saberrak the gray and Sir James Andellis, Knight of Chazzrynn. The young lady there is Gwenneth Lazlette of Vallakazz, and this man led us here and lost many of his soldiers in the battle, in truth he lost them all. This is Lord Cristoff Bradswellen of Saint Erinsburg.” the elven swordswoman bowed, as did all but the minotaur.


  “Bradswellen the Third, my lady.” Cristoff bowed again toward Shinayne and the dragon, then stumbled forward onto his knees. His face was flush and sweating from the poison coursing through his veins. He had been fighting it, but it came in waves it seemed.


  “Bring him here please, I can take care of the poison with a touch and some ancient magicks.” Ansharr began to hum quietly to herself, her clawed hand glowing gold and soft.


  “You know the arts of the arcane, Ansharr?” Gwenneth smiled in anticipation of learning something from her perhaps.


  “After more than two thousand years, I know far more ancient arcane and forgotten spells than you could dream of, young Lazlette. I will show you some of those later, but this I cannot teach to a human.” she laid her scaled clawed finger on the face of Cristoff, the golden glow resonating for a moment, then vanished.


  “It would be an honor to learn whatever you care to show me, wise and powerful one.” Gwenne bowed again, her face unable to conceal her happiness at having the chance to learn something arcane from an ancient dragon. She knew her mother would be so very envious.


  “There is no need for flattery, young Lazlette.” Ansharr chuckled at the wizard as she saw the human lord return to consciousness.


  “No, but it cannot hurt.” Gwenne chuckled back, bowing again as she knelt down with Shinayne to check on Cristoff.


  “Would it be an insult to remark that you are truly huge and magnificent, Ansharr?”James was still on a knee.


  “Not at all, small courageous one.”


  “My gratitude as well, for saving my friends and I then. You have my sword, to whatever end you should ask.”


  “You are most welcome Sir Andellis, and I will surely not forget.”


  “I feel healed, pure, thank you great Ansharr.” Cristoff breathed in deep the crisp mountain air.


  “Let us see what we have here in this scroll, and welcome back to health Lord Cristoff the Third.” Ansharr, with the assistance of Azenairk, Gwenne and Saberrak, began to read the mysterious parchment that had been so sought after, and that so many had died in trying to attain. Uncertain of why Kalzarius had not come himself, Ansharr studied with a wandering and ancient mind. She was not used to so many visitors, so much attention, and so many questions all at once.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Lavress II:II


  Selronis Cliffs, Caberra


  The hunter stared down his arrow that was drawn back tight, bowstring by his pointed ear. Following his target from above on the edge of the cliff, Lavress Tilaniun waited for the perfect moment. There were three of the creatures guarding the outside of the hidden shrine to forgotten worship of the Gods of the moons. Curled black horns atop gray mottled skin and long strings of rancid white hair; the black feathered wings of the cliff harpies flapped up and down as they circled the small sliver of an entrance into the rock face. They cackled and screeched at one another like demonic crows with their white eyes and pale avian claws for hands and feet. Naked except for shortbows made of human bones; these flying curses of women from forgotten times were stronger than three men. Lavress had killed one before north of Kivanis in the mountains between there and his homeland forests of Gualidura. It had taken six arrows he recalled, and he had fifteen; hardly enough for three unless he had bettered his aim in the last few decades.


  The wood elf looked down at his arrows stuck in the ground beside him, crouched low behind the scrub brush and waited; watching their motions as the harpies squawked at each other in foul tones and cursed words he could not understand. The three all took flight, some twenty feet in the air now, which was halfway up the cliff that Lavress Tilaniun was perched upon. He stared down the arrow, leading with the steel tip just enough to compensate for their low speed and clumsy flight. Thewwmm, he loosed the arrow at the chest of one of the avian witches, grabbing another arrow from the ground and drawing back before it even struck. He fired again, seeing the first harpy struggling to reach for her bow with an arrow through her chest, dead center. The second arrow sunk into the same creature, piercing the raised arm and pinning it to her wing. She screeched a sound that would have bled the ears of a normal man, but Lavress had heard it before. He blocked it out and gritted his teeth hard, knowing that the harpy scream would have an effect on his equilibrium if he let it. He fought the mystical voice of the creature as she spiraled down to the rock ledge below, still trying to remove the arrows from her body.


  Arrows made of bone descended into the scrub around him as the other two harpies flew above his position and began to fire. Lavress was well hidden and for them to get a clear shot, he knew they would have to either get lucky or get close; he hoped for the latter. The wild elf savage stood up and fired at the harpy on the left that had the scarred face and missing fangs. He assumed she had seen more battles and therefore was more of a threat. The wooden projectile whistled through the warm coastal air, striking her in the abdomen, and a subsequent arrow a moment later into her throat. She pulled the arrows out, blood gushing and pouring down her gray breasts and body. More arrows followed by more screeching, this time the arrows landed within feet of the hunter as he bit his lip to stifle the growing pain in his ears.


  Lavress heard the beating of wings below now and assumed the first harpy had removed his arrows as well. He stood again, firing three arrows; two into the chest of the third witch on wing, and one into the chest of the one covered in her own blood. Both of them fell to the ground not fifty feet from him on top of the Selronis Cliffs. The hunter of the Hedim Anah turned to fire at the first harpy demon, but too late; she dove onto him, sending them through scrub brush tangled together in a rolling tornado across the rocks. Before the two came to a stop, his ancient forward curved blades were in hand, deflecting her wickedly sharp ivory claws that tipped her hands and feet. Lavress smelled rotten meat and spoiled fish on her breath as she tried to bite him with her fanged mouth. Her pupiless white eyes stared in anger and hate as she screeched right into his face. He winced, the pain shooting through his ears and neck. Just as tall as the five and a half foot wood elf, she pushed him off of her with an inhuman strength that he in now way could match. He rolled behind her in tucked somersault, arrows from the other two firing over his back, and stood up behind the screeching feathered witch. As she turned, a mighty cleave of the enchanted falcata sliced down her chest, then three rapid cuts from the magical kukri dagger in his left hand gashed her neck to shreds. She tried to scream, resulting in only the spray of her blood all over the hunter that had just ended her life. Lavress held her up with his forearm under her chin, more red lifeblood draining down onto him; but the arrows from the remaining harpies merely sank into the back of their dead sister as he slowly advanced.


  More arrows pierced the back and wings of the dead harpy he used for cover, and more screeching from one of the archer witches forced him to stop for a moment and focus hard on not covering his ears. The other harpy still had an arrow through her neck and the magical scream was more of a gurbled hiss than anything else as Lavress closed within fifteen feet. Perhaps a dozen arrows now covered the back of the blood soaked corpse, and then he dropped it. After the last bowstring released, Lavress charged inbetween the harpies that stood but three feet apart from one another. They quickly reloaded their bowstrings with more bone arrows to fire into this dangerous elven morsel. Before the vocal witch on the right could draw it back, her bowstring was cut just the same as her throat from two heavy crosscuts of the deadly falcata. The last harpy sister turned to fire only to feel her neck snap back from the impact of a kukri blade thrown into her skull, landing dead center in her forehead. She began to shake, her nerves still twitching. She reached a white clawed hand up to pull the blade from her skull, but Lavress did it for her, then cleaved off her head with a decisive chop from the curved edge of his sword. Her arrow loosed into the ground, followed by the bone bow, then her decapitated head, and finally the twitching body slumped into the brush next to the elf’s feet.


  The elven hunter wiped his blades clean in the brush, then went to pick up his bow and quiver. Lavress placed his fingers in his tan pointed ears, having felt something uncomfortable from within them. He removed his fingers to see them red with small traces of blood. Feeling somewhat unbalanced, he sat on the rock ledge and stretched his neck and breathed deeply of the fresh air over the Carisian Sea. The ringing and annoying pain that accompanied soon faded as did his sense of vertigo from hearing the shrieking harpies. His mind wandered, eyes closed as the sun set in front of him to the east over the sea. Lavress could feel Shinayne, feel her close to him not more than three days to the south. She was near something very old and powerful, something not human nor elven. The hunter of the Whitemoon touched his new tattoo on his forehead and said a silent prayer to Seirena for her constant watch over his highborne lover.


  Just as peace settled over him, Lavress heard more shrieks in the distance below and to the north. This time his ears heard more harpies, twice as many as before. He opened his eyes, looked at his seven remaining arrows, and decided to make for lower ground closer to the small cave entrance and closer to Eliah Shendrynn. Bow over his shoulder, the wood elf savage slid down between fingers in the rocky crags, dashed behind tall scrub brush and small trees, then landed on the shell covered beach in front of the sea and the opening in the Cliffs of Selronis. He watched from behind a pile of driftwood as seven harpies soared to the top of the cliffs, searching for their sisters. They had come from the cave entrance, and as soon as they were out of sight, Lavress ran to where they had come from and ducked inside. Once in the shadows of the tall but slender entry, he drew his bow and nocked an arrow. Like a deadly shadow of death, the hunter stalked the ancient Carician shrine in search of the rogue elf and the fourth stolen book of High Elven Magick.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Kaya II:I


  City of Devonmir, Harlaheim


  The Chazzrynn woman put her tight fitting leggings and blouse back on quickly, then her chain shirt and high leather boots. The room was quiet, dark save for some candles, and it reeked of too much incense. Kaya strapped on her steel greaves and shin guards, then her armguards. She glanced over to the two dead men that lay on the bed on the far wall of the elaborate chamber. Golden skulls, engraved blades on the walls, paintings of arena beasts and scenes, and jeweled statues of gladiatorial men filled the smoky room that now held a pair of slit throats and bloodstained sheets. Lady T’Vellon cleaned her dagger and her steel shortblade off on the curtains, then placed them in their sheaths on her belt. Her black leather jacket held no symbols other than two crossed daggers on the front. She had destroyed any trace of clothing that would mark her for who she was; Lady Kaya T’Vellon of Southwind Keep, wanted for treason, murder, extortion, and conspiracy in her former kingdom. She tightened her belts and straps to her armor, slid on her black leather gloves, tied her hair back once more, then walked out the door closing it behind her.


  Her brown waves pulled back, her steel blue eyes sharp, and her hand on her shortsword; Kaya walked down the hall of the eighth story penthouse floor of Tre’hahdim Arena. She strapped on her left arm the round bladed and spiked steel disc that served as a shield and a weapon. The corridors were tight and dark, and she heard the screams from the south corridor that she was heading to. Kaya smiled, knowing that Chalas Kalaza must have had as much success as she. They had been sent by Johnas Valhera to inspect the collections that the White Spider was taking from the city of Devonmir, mostly from the illustrious and infamous arena that spanned six stories below ground and eight above and housed more than forty thousand spectators. Of the lords, wizards, slave owners, bookies, moneylenders, slave traders, spies, trainers, and arena saboteurs; the White Spider held nearly a third in their employ. Strangely though, domenarch Rinicus “three blades” and the house wizard Cadius L’Essagnett had been sending only three chest of gold per month. After only three weeks of secret research, Kaya guessed that the amount should be ten times what the patriarch in Valhirst was receiving. She and the brown minotaur killer, Chalas, had just this night made their presence known to some of the skimmers and thieves that had been shortening the drops.


  Kaya turned the corner to her left, seeing a fat dwarf with a patch over one eye come screaming out of one of the open doors down the hall. She kept her pace at a quick march. He was just an inch or two shorter than her, probably a hundred fifty pounds heavier, covered in someone else’s blood from beard to boots, and on a dead run unarmed. She heard another scream, this one feminine for sure, then a shuddering cleaving sound of flesh and bone ceased it. The hair on Lady T’vellon’s arms stood up at the muffled sound of the greatsword being pulled from moist muscle in the room thirty feet ahead.


  “Run lady, run! Murderous minotaur gone mad killing-“


  Her bladed buckler smashed him in the face, spikes three inches long digging into flesh. She drew her shortsword as she slashed the edge below her shield, across his throat through the bloody red beard. Now his own blood covering him, he staggered back and reached for a dagger from his boot. Too late, her blade plunged down behind his neck and through his ribs with all her weight on top of it. He fell forward, his heart punctured, and Kaya never slowed a step.


  She marched to the door, turned, and then turned away placing her gloved hand over her mouth in horror. Her eyes teared, just a little, and she took deep shivering breaths to keep the air flowing into her chest. She closed her eyes hard, trying to rid herself of the carnage she had seen for less than a second. It had been a second too long, and never had she seen humans or dwarves spread out in that many pieces in such a manner.


  His long bloodstained horns preceded him out the double doors to the wealthy suite. Then his serrated steel two-handed blade cast a shadow into the hallway, and finally the scarred and armored brute of a minotaur slowly stepped out. His piecemeal bits of spiked armor and plateguards that covered half his massive muscular body were splattered with blood not of his own. His eyes were once again wide and almost swirling brown and black with lust for more blood, and that subtle grin on his bovine face was less than comforting.


  “You killed the dwarf moneylender I see. That was quiet, didn’t even hear him scream once he left the room. Would you like to inspect and make sure I got everyone on the-“


  “No! I am certain you took care of everyone inside, I am more than certain.” Kaya backed away from the doors, and from her partner here in Devonmir. Not that she had any choice in the matter; for if she did, this beast would not even be alive let alone be a branded member of the White Spider.


  “You are weak, woman. You kill, you lay with men and then murder them, women too. So do I, the only difference is I enjoy it and you do it as a means to an end you will never find.” Chalas laughed deep and heavy, his voice like a demon in a cold cave.


  “I do it cleanly, quickly, quietly, and with a degree of decency. You are a sick creature who revels in ripping things to pieces. You belong in a cage, not in a city. You disgust me.” Kaya knew they only had moments before someone came out of one of the other suites above the arena. She did not fear anyone finding them, only what the minotaur would do that she might witness. “Now get some water or bedsheets and wipe yourself off before we head underground.”


  “As you wish, lady whore. At least I enjoy what I do, and take pleasure in it.” he walked heavy steps into his mess of gore, ripped a curtain off the window, and proceeded to wipe the telltale blood off of himself. “You cry yourself to sleep at night, wishing you had not done the things you have. I hear you. Yet, you don’t kill yourself and you do it again the next night. Who is the sick coward now? If I were you, I would have killed myself out of disgust a long time ago.”


  “Go to hell you horned focking bastard. At least I have a soul to fight for.” Kaya marched down the hall toward the stairs, knowing they had to get to the lower arena to meet the domenarch before the nights’ games began. They had to send word to Johnas via the warlock mirrors that Rinicus “three blades” and Cadius certainly held in their private viewing chamber over the pit.


  “Regardless of what your little human brain might tell you, you will be going to the same place I go when life is at an end. Anyone that tells you different is just trying to get some of that rotten crotch of yours for free.” his laughter was devious, for he did not care for anyone or anything. Chalas Kalaza was further from anything moral than could be found, and he tried to keep it that way.


  “Get moving minotaur, we have little time to waste here.” Kaya thought of killing him in his sleep, but Johnas had made it clear to her that he wanted him for many reasons and that he would suspect her first if anything were to happen. His words were like reviling vomit to her, and he was the devil. She knew she had earned enough to send her to hell, she just hadn’t realized that it would begin while she still lived and with company such as this.


  “Once we kill this, Rinicus person, I want to start looking for Saberrak. We have heard nothing in weeks besides that he is east of here. Tell Johnas I might start killing his men here, just for fun if he does not reveal what he knows of the gray one.” he became very reserved and focused at the thought of the fugitive he wanted to hunt and kill so desperately, the only undefeated minotaur in Unlinn besides himself. Chalas walked behind the deadly female assassin, his mind on more blood, and then some food.


  “I will inform the patriarch of the White Spider in Valhirst of your wishes, minotaur. And we are not killing Rinicus, we are meeting him. I hope Johnas orders your death for demanding such things.” Kaya hoped she would be the one to do it as well. She would have to do it while he slept, but she was more than happy to do it either way.


  “He won’t kill me. I will spill more blood for him than his ten best killers, and he knows it. Now shut your woman mouth before I rip your tongue out and eat it.” he stated in perfect calm, since he had done it many times before. Chalas sheathed his greatsword over his shoulder and continued to follow her quickly down the spiral stone stairs. Unlike Kaya, his threats were just recitations of previous experiences. The brown minotaur breathed deep, smelling the faint traces of blood off of his body and hearing distant sounds of the arenas below. He felt at home here, and could not wait to get into the middle of the arena floor, upper or lower he cared not, and show these surface dwellers how killing is done.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Kaya approached the two massive human men, clean shaven and tattooed all over and wearing nothing but cloth around their waists and three bladed longspears in their hands. They stood motionless in front of the double doored entrance to the private rooms above the upper arena. They lowered the spears in unison. “Stop woman. What is your business here?”


  “Seven and one, and far from black. Both of us, here to see Rinicus “three blades” and Cadius.” Kaya spoke in simple code to denote her as a member of the guild with some high rank. Anyone who gets orders directly from Johnas Valhera has some pull, Kaya knew not to use it too much or for personal gain however. She was one of his assassins, a lone agent for the most part and one of the Emerald Eight; the highest trained agents on the political, merchant, murderous spy, and domenarch echelons, and trained only by Johnas himself. Should the patriarch of the White Spider be killed, these eight that knew not of each other at all would convene and maintain the deadly organization. That is, if they did not kill each other upon sight first.


  “One moment.” the hulking guard on the left opened the door enough for himself to enter, then closed it, leaving the uncomfortable stare between Chalas and the remaining guard. Having seen years of strange creatures and thousands of deaths himself, the gladiatoral guard of the White Spider merely stared back at the minotaur and showed no fear at all. The door opened again, then the other, followed by clamoring sounds of twenty thousand cheering and yelling at whatever was going on in the arena below.


  Kaya noticed the spider brand on the back shoulder of the slave guards, on the left side behind the heart as it should be. She stopped, allowing them to inspect Chalas for his brand. They needed not to inspect her, for the code she spoke was more than enough to gain entry here in Devonmir. In Valhirst, it would not be and she would be thoroughly inspected with an arcane spider wand before being received into the underchamber of the guild. This place is far too easy and disorganized, she thought.


  The room was open on the left side completely, showing the upper arena from a high vantage some six stories above the ground. Sofas, chairs, tables, serving maids and black clad guards in the shadows lined the private coliseum suite where two men sat comfortably in the center. Kaya looked left, seeing the gray stone pillars that held the domed building up, the stone seats holding thousands of humans from most every kingdom, some dwarves and elven merchants of less than reputable names, and the black thrones across the other side of the arena above the western entrance. Three thrones of the Lords of Devonmir, all empty as the preliminary games went on, but sure to be filled for this night’s main bloodbath. Hundreds of lanterns and torches of magical flame and orange arcane light filled the warm, sweat reeking, musty Tre’hahdim arena.


  The lady assassin stepped forward into the center of the room, and nodded to the two men that sat comfortably on leather chairs; obvious by their position and guards that surrounded them that they were the most important men here. The man on the right was wearing black robes with several gold symbols and arcane glyphs that Kaya was not familiar with. He was human, Harlian by the looks of his brown eyes and dark brown wavy hair and beard. She had expected him to be a bit older for his position and reputed power of the magical arts, but he appeared to be younger than she, perhaps twenty five seasons or so. Cadius clutched his gnarled banyan root staff tight, but smiled and nodded at the beautiful woman. The man on the left, Rinicus “three blades”, had some more age on him, but was not of Harlaheim descent. His black tight and greasy curls of hair, long black mustache and trimmed beard, deep tan skin, and dark spots rather than freckles gave him away as being Caberran. He wore fine blue silks and leather armor of intricate engraving underneath; and she noticed that in fact he did carry three blades on his belt. Two of them large fighting knives and one a rapier with a golden hilt adorned with diamonds. Kaya nodded to the domenarch of Devonmir a bit longer than the wizard, showing respect to the master of the house, in this city anyway.


  “And you are?” the snyde Caberran man tapped his hilt with his fingernails rhythmically and squinted at the woman with a horned minotaur of fearsome disposition behind her. Rinicus felt no fear here, having four assassin guards, two gladiators outside the doors, and the dark mage Cadius beside him.


  “Jade of the West.” Kaya stared back at him, and watched his overconfident smile turn to a serious straight set of pursed lips, as did the rest of the men in the room as all eyes were now on her much more closely.


  “One of the Eight? Here in Devonmir? Welcome then, please sit and have some-“


  “The warlock mirrors please, have them brought now. We must make contact with the patriarch.” her stern composure was backed by the hot breath of Chalas Kalaza over her head.


  “Surely, I can have Cadius perform all that you need. Is there something the matter, my lady?” the eye contact was playful and seductive. His charms and winks were natural of men from Caberra, as passion, deception, and romance all played part of the upbringing in most well-to-do males of his country. Charming women was second nature to him.


  “I can operate them fine myself. And the matter, well let’s just say now that your payments have been off a bit.” Kaya stood and waited as one of the servant guards was motioned by Rinicus and Cadius to bring the heavy marble tablets of arcane scribing to the private arena suite.


  “I assure you that our accounting is not off by much, my lady. I perhaps could introduce you to some of my agents and since it is your first night here, you and your bodyguard would like to-“


  “Your accounting is far from true, and I have already spoken to some of your agents that handle the counting of coin.” Kaya paused, hearing the voice of Chalas speak from behind her.


  “If speaking is what you would like to call what we did to them, that is.” the minotaur smiled a sinister grin from behind the lady assassin.


  “And also, we have been here three weeks as of yesterday, Rinicus.”


  “You have? Well then I would gesture we have a deal to strike between us then. Let us say, you are put up in the finest manorhome for your time here and we start this anew. You could show me exactly what Johnas would like from us here in Devonmir, and those that have been acting incorrectly will end up in the Karnassos Marsh. Agreed?” as rinicus gulped his saliva with much strain and trembling eyes, his servant returned with two others carrying a heavy chest. The young man whispered in the ear of his master for a good length, and the news brought his tan complexion to a pale visage of one struck with terror and shock.


  “There will be no deal, Rinicus. You know exactly what percentage you should be sending to the web in Valhirst. I know there is an underground arena, right beneath this one. And down there is where the real money changes hands, where the nobles and sorcerers from many kingdoms spend their coin on fights with magically altered men and beasts from all over this and other continents. You have been stealing from Johnas and living well. Let us hope, for your sake, that he allows at least the living part to continue.” Kaya walked over to the chest, many eyes and blades were honed in on her every movement, and those eyes and blades were watched by the savage horned killer behind her.


  “You know how to use them, my lady Jade of the West? It requires much training in the arcane to activate the glyphs and symbols in order to make contact with the other warlock mirrors, in addition to knowing the secret key language to decipher what is to be read.” Cadius made a gesture to assist her, seeing she appeared to be more of a soldier than anything else.


  “I am one of the Emerald Eight, Cadius. I am well trained in the arcane arts in as much is needed here, and I know the secret language by heart. If I were you, I would concern myself with Chalas here behind me. Should your men get any ideas, this room will look like the penthouse suites a few floors up from here. If there is one thing I have trouble with, it is keeping him from spilling blood.” Kaya T’Vellon opened the chest and began to place the black and white marble slabs out on a table, inspecting the gold inlays of runes and arcane language etched upon them.


  Chalas Kalaza drew his two-handed serrated blade and leaned both hands upon it, then rested his chin upon his knuckles. He stared at down at Rinicus with his eyes fierce and his grin wide. “You should go and see for yourself. Your servant’s words cannot begin to describe the beauty of that room. I am overcome with pride at that one for sure.”


  “Where did you find this demon and why is he here?” Rinicus, the domenarch of Devonmir for the White Spider, had to look away from the minotaur that had slaughtered and hacked apart six of his men and women on the eighth floor. His servant had told him that the heads were all lined in a row on the vanity, and that the entrails were in a pile on the bed. He had nearly vomited into his goblet after hearing that the arms and legs were torn and cut from the bodies and arranged to appear as a smiling mouth on the stone floor.


  “Only he and Johnas know the answers to those questions, Rinicus. I will try and keep a closer eye on him, but your corrupt agents will have to be punished somehow. I will leave that up to you from here on. I think we have made our point, yes?” Kaya smiled as the runes and symbols glowed after her tracing them in the proper order.


  “Yes. Your point is very clear, my lady. Very clear indeed.”


  “Good. I was hoping this would be civil and easy. The changes necessary to your operations here will require your complete cooperation.” the lady assassin pulled up a chair next to the two glowing warlock mirrors.


  “I was hoping you would make it difficult. Difficult is much more enjoyable for me.” the minotaur gladiator rubbed his horns and laughed. He laughed harder seeing the men squirm and whisper in his presence. He watched the arena from the wealthy balcony room, and felt that old lust for the crowd and for blood. Chalas wanted nothing more than to be in front of these twenty thousand in the stands, and rip the horns off of Saberrak the gray. His mind wandered to the fantasy of it, envisioning every cut of his sword into his most hated enemy.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Exodus II:VIII


  Soujan Mountain, Harlaheim


  Lord Cristoff stood still in the night sky on the side of the mountain, his eyes fighting to stay open from hours of labor and battle. He heard Azenairk whispering prayers over the ten graves he, the dwarf, Sir James, and Saberrak had dug for his men. Gwenneth watched over them with her dark wooden staff aglow to provide them light, as the sun had set behind the mountain in the east some time ago. Lady Shinayne, he knew, was scouting the slopes for surviving salisans or anything else that may have followed them here. The veteran lord bowed his head as Saberrak laid the last stone at the head of the tenth burial pile. It had been many years since he and his men had faced anything besides the hordes of mindless and slow vagabond undead from the swamps of Karnassos. He was rarely outnumbered and always had time to plan the attack, organize the archers, and lead the cavalry. This time was different, he had been the outnumbered one and time gave him nothing to plan with.


  “May Alden bless you and keep you my brave men. I pray that your brothers fare better with Savanno than we did here this day. Amen.” he lowered his head and stood silent. His hand held tight the golden feathered cross of Alden that Savanno had sent to him.


  “They fought hard Cristoff, you should be proud. They killed many enemies and not one ran or surrendered. You trained them well.” the gray minotaur huffed as he climbed up the slope to stand next to the armored lord.


  “And what did they die for Saberrak? A holy relic? My cousin’s love affair with the queen of our kingdom?”


  “If we were meant to know it now, we would. No soldier dies for nothing, not out here. Where I am from, man and beast die for entertainment and money every hour. If I were to die, I would want it here, on this mountain, facing a wicked enemy just like your men did. That is far better than what I was raised to believe death was. I thank you and them for fighting with us. You should honor them.” Saberrak walked to the pool on the plateau by the entrance and washed his hands and face from the dirt and blood.


  Azenairk and James put their hands on Cristoff’s shoulder guards for a moment in silent respect to the lord of the men who had given their lives to save them. Neither could have said anything better than what the minotaur had just told Cristoff. James thought of his days fighting alongside noble lords and knights in Southwind. Zen thought of poetic phrases and eulogies in dwarven that probably were less than poetic in Agarian. Both of them left the Lord of Saint Erinsburg to his time alone with those that he had lost, and then followed the horned warrior’s lead to clean up at the pool.


  “You men do realize that you may be washing yourselves in a sacred pool of an ancient dragon, right?” Gwenneth had her staff propped up next to one of the strange tall trees next to the water on top of the mountain. She was examining the ring that Kalzarius had given her, memorizing and repeating the words of arcane power that would activate it, and wondering how much energy she could absorb with it. She had glanced over into the treasure piles, before Ansharr had asked to be left with the scroll alone, and saw that the dragon had several staves that could be of a magically empowered nature. Gwenne hoped she might be able to trade or purchase one from the dragon, and hoped that it contained mighty energies or strange enchantments.


  “If this pool is sacred or something, I am sure the dragon would have told us, wizard.” Saberrak snorted his reply back to Gwenne.


  “If you start feeling like her mindless and helpless servant, don’t say I did not warn the three of you.” Gwenneth turned away from them, admiring the closeness of the moons and the stars up this high in the night. “Minotaur, you are already mindless, nevermind.” she said the last part under her breath where no one could hear, since she was being ignored anyway.


  “That was less than polite young lady.”


  Young Lazlette jumped from her seat next to the tree, her green eyes wide having heard a whisper right next to her in the shadows. “By Aldens bloody wings, Shinayne T’sarrin! If you ever sneak up on me like that again, I will…!”


  “What? Say nasty comments behind my back, too? I am hurt, truly.” Shinayne laughed until her eyes were damp from holding back tears. Gwenne’s hand still shook from the surprise of having the elven woman pop out of nowhere and whisper into her ear. The highborne elven woman found it hilarious, no matter what the wizard called her.


  “Hey! Men and beast, that pool is a sacred pool for Ansharr to pray with on nights of the full white moon! What in the hells are you doing washing in it?” her voice went from hysterical to seriously angry in just a flash. She was toying, her feelings lifted since they had made it to the mountain with the scroll. Feeling Lavress close assisted in her nature as well.


  “Nice try, did Gwenne put you up to that one?” James just laughed and continued to wash off his armor and tabard.


  “No! Ansharr told me, and I have a pool just like that in my home back in Kilikala, except smaller. Fools, that is a place to pray when Carice shines full from above. Kilikala still pays homage to the white moon. You are dirtying an altar to the old Carician Gods and Godesses! Get out before she sees you!” Shinayne stood next to Cristoff and Gwenneth, her aquamarine eyes wide in amazement. She needed some laughter in the air after so much travel and the quests that had claimed many a life.


  The dwarven priest, the minotaur, and James all splashed and rushed out of the pool, grabbing armor, weapons, gloves, shirts, and nearly tripping over each other in the process. “I thought Gwenne was kidding with that?” Azenairk had no idea about the old customs of anything but Vundren, and if the God of the mountains put a pond here, he felt he was meant to use it.


  “I told you that it was a bad idea, but no one listens to me. I hope she doesn’t incinerate you for it or anything.” Gwenneth winked at Shinayne, who winked back.


  Lord Cristoff noticed the sly ladies and shook his head as the three of them walked back up to the entrance to Ansharr’s home. Hopefully she was done reading the scroll and would be able to shed some light and finality to the whole ordeal surrounding it. Even Cristoff was curious to know what it all meant. He looked back at the graves of his men in the starlit night, thinking that they too, deserved some answers.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Savanno touched his crown and rose emblem of golden weave and his feathered cross armband each once as he prayed. Sir Sulian, his nephew, knelt in prayer as well. The other men clad in chainmail and black cloaks followed the brave knights they had heard tales of glory about or served with over their years in the Harlaheim army. Only Lord Savanno remained in uniform, as he planned not to return once the queen was found and their escape successful. The sewers reeked of decay and sulfur, dead rats and rancid waters ran through the center while the men knelt on the stone walkway next to a set of rusting stairs. The moonlight and glow from lanterns above the streets beamed down sporadically through grates, casting an eerie set of shadows throughout the underground tunnels.


  Two of the Saint Erinsburg men lifted the stone tile that the stairs led up to, then slid it quietly off to the left as dim torchlight poured in from above. The sound of fifteen blades being drawn at once signified the beginning of treason as Savanno and Sulian, devout men of God and country, steadily crept into the lower dungeons of Castle L’herrim. Five men cocked their crossbows into place and loaded their ammunition, marching right behind the Lisario knights. They funneled in behind one another, trailing to the torchlit corridor, past the prison cells, then to the left passage, then a quick turn to the right. Sulian and Savanno stopped simultaneously, seeing two heavily armored royal guards at the entrance to the stairs that led up to the lower chambers of the castle interior. Five bolts shot down the passage over their shaved heads and into the chests of the unsuspecting men. The knights waited for their men to reload, hearing the locking of the crossbows they rose to their feet and continued. The two men in platemail still trembled in their dying breaths, and they were given a quick mercy of the blade from the men as they proceeded, ending their delayed passing.


  The doors were locked, but before Savanno could turn, one of Sulian’s men had lifted the keys from the dead guard on their left and handed them to the former lord of knights. The first key Savanno tried worked, he turned it and pushed the door open as brighter light from the sconces of the courtyard flooded in.


  “That could be a good sign.” Sulian smiled at his uncle optimistically, looking at the dozen or so keys in his hand.


  “Let us hope it is the first of many.” Savanno tucked the key ring on his belt and marched up the stairs, keeping his pace quick now that stealth was not important. Twenty men in a castle with a hundred roaming guards at night could not be concealed, so speed was now the only factor he concerned himself with.


  Into the courtyard they ran, to the stairs to the southern side of the great hall and up them as fast as their legs could move. Several shouts from the catwalks and corner watchtowers signaled other guards that had not seen the twenty shadows running up to the side of the throne room balcony. Arrows fired from longbows in the dark, one hitting true and sending a man off of the edge of the wall to a thirty foot drop. His stifled yell silenced a moment later on impact, and the remaining nineteen invaders kept their charge. Safely out of range and covered by the castle wall, Savanno smashed the stained glass window that led to the dining hall. Sulian and several others used the pommels of their rapiers to do the same, sending beautiful glass of magnificent color shattering to the floor inside.


  “I hope Saint Gavriel won’t hold this against me.” Savanno jested as he stepped over the sharp shards that remained of the depiction of the saint of light, and then hopped onto the huge oak table.


  The small band of rogue soldiers jumped in one by one, keeping pace with their leaders that now stalked through the blue curtains and tapestries into the throne room. Four armored guards stood at attention at the sight of Savanno, then yelled for them to halt seeing his armed brigade stream in behind him. There was no halting any of them, crossbow bolts loosed into the plate armor and shields of the two that were in the way of the stone stairs leading up to the towers. One of them fell, the other took cover behind his shield and yelled for reinforcements. Savanno and Sulian were already across the hall and at the base of the stairs. Sulian feigned an attack to the guard’s head, as his shield raised to block the blade Savanno struck his edge deep into his ribs. As he fell fumbling for his sword, the guard tried to yell again, nothing escaped his lips as he hit the stone floor. The sound of reloading crossbows and blades crossing with the other castle soldiers echoed in the royal chambers. Sulian heard one of his men shout that more were on the way, then heard their men wedging the door shut with halberds.


  Ramming and pounding on the grand doors of L’Herrim sounded throughout the interior of the castle, yet they pushed on up the stairs and into the hall that led to the north wing. The knights turned the corner and came face to face with two royal guards charging them with their spear length weapons topped with axe blades. Savanno turned to his left at the last second, flattening against the wall, while Sulian spun in and wrapped his cloak around the weapon, pinning it useless. Before the two knights could attack their enemies with their rapiers, their own men rushed in and did it for them. Down the long corridor they went, turning right, then left, then up the single file stairs that spiraled. Another guard, surprised to see Savanno Lisario here at night stuttered to speak, then went for his rapier. The former lord squeezed past him, turned and struck the back of his helmet with the pommel of his sword. The stairs became a sprawling mess of his men trying to jump over the armored guard as he fell and tumbled down. Savanno, had he the choice, would not kill anyone here. Unfortunately for them, they were in the middle of something that would and could endanger their lives, and Savanno was not about to let his men die if they could kill their enemies first. It was hard for him to swallow, but some had to die.


  Faster up the stairs they went, passing the second and third floors and marching out into the hallway of the fourth floor of the northern tower. Two men came to attention, the lowered their halberds toward Savanno as he approached the door he knew Rosana was being held behind. He stared at the guards, walking slowly toward them as many cloaked men with swords and crossbows filled in around him. The men looked at each other nervously.


  “Stand down men, we are not here to kill you unless you wish it. No one needs to die here, lay down your arms.” the former lord of knights walked between them, and held his hand out for the key to open the prison chamber. His eyes never left the one on the right, seeing him more fidgety of the two which meant he was in charge and had the key. “Open it and no harm will befall you, I swear it.”


  The guards dropped their weapons, and the man on the right drew out the cell key and placed it in the lock, then backed against the wall next to the other. “God save you Lord Savanno.” the men still revered him despite all the rumor and scandal now surrounding his name.


  “Bind them, use their own belts.” Savanno opened the door, his heart full of hope, sorrow, love and pain. He ran in, then stopped dead in his tracks. He looked upon his beautiful wife, and the king standing behind her.


  “What is this?” his eyes wide, heart sinking, and ready to kill Richmond where he stood as Rosana ran to him and embraced him.


  “Florin controls the army and the castle, yet the bishop holds more power than any of us realized. I was removed from the throne by my own seneschal and then forced to sign the kingdom over to Javiel.” Richmond spoke softly, trying not to look at his queen with her arms rushing to be around her true love.


  “And why are you here, since you ordered Rosana’s execution, stripped me of title, and tried to have us both killed? Tell me why I should not run you through here and now!” his men tapped his shoulder, all of them including Sulian kept their cloaks low as to avoid being recognized by anyone.


  “I followed Florin’s advice, she found you out and pressured me. Then the bishop stepped in and rallied the nobles and knights against you and Kalzarius. Savanno, if I had the power, I would undo all of it.” the king bowed his head in shame. “I know she has never loved me, and I hope you two find peace and love in the midst of the crumbling of a kingdom. I only ask that you find it in your grace and mercy to take me with you, at least out of the city.”


  “Why would I do that? You have betrayed me as my king, dishonored your throne, and tried to have me killed?” Savanno backed away, placing Rosana in Sulian’s arms to be covered with a cloak.


  “Lord Savanno, we must go. The castle fills with soldiers as we delay here.” Sir Sulian whispered to his uncle.


  “I am young, naïve, and have made some mistakes Savanno. Please do not leave me here to be beheaded. They will kill me once she is gone, and the church or Florin will rule this kingdom. I want nothing more than to be free of this place. I have written pardons and documents alleviating you and the queen. Have mercy here, honorable knight, and take me with you so that I too, may live in exile.” Richmond pulled tears during his plea, and looked more helpless than a child.


  “Men, cover the king, we make for the sewers.” Savanno turned and marched back down the way they came, knowing that they would be facing many more guards on their way out; the only way out. He had lost two men already, and now he had two unarmed bodies to protect as well. One of them he loved and would die for, the other he would rather kill himself. If it weren’t for being in the castle as a sworn knight the day of his birth, Savanno Lisario would most likely have ended his life right there. He couldn’t, so with the rogue knights and soldiers the king went.


  Sulian whispered again into his uncle’s ear. “This is madness, you do realize that don’t you?”


  “What choice do we have? We are sworn to the kingdom, the king and queen need our help. Circumstances are obviously not-“


  “You are either a far better or far more foolish man than me, uncle. If we do not make the sewers, we are now dead men for-“


  Savanno whispered back, interrupting the lecture. “I was a dead man before tonight. We were all dead simply for rescuing the queen. Bringing the king will not make us more dead, it simply complicates the matter further. When we split at the courtyard, do not speak to me or look at me, for the king might recognize you. Should he return to power or tell of this to anyone, I want only my name responsible. Understood?”


  “Understood. Let’s just make it to the courtyard first. Then you head out the north gates, Sir Leonard has pulled most of his men. There are horses in the north stable two blocks before the walls of the city. Ride hard, and do not return. I will seek you out someday.” Sulian heard the sound of the doors to the great hall cracking open by force as he whispered to his uncle.


  “Agreed.” Savanno turned the corner from the first floor where the stairs ended. He and Sulian marched ahead of the entourage now protecting the king and queen. He reached the corner that would take him to the stairs that led down into the throne room and saw the men. Sixty for certain, many with crossbows flooding the immense chamber and making to cut them off on the blue carpet and the dining hall exit. Savanno saw Javiel behind them, wearing armor with his priestly robes and feathered cross.


  Javiel knew now that the king had set him up, he had read the scrolls given to him earlier this evening. The king had written of implications that put him in power during this revolt, and stated he had taken control of the army with seneschal Florin. The bishop was furious, and with Florin nowhere to be found after her recent brutal riots in the streets, he decided he would take power of the castle by right of the Bishop of the church of Alden. He would have this city and kingdom free of the chaos and under his control by the time the cardinal returned with the Crossguard Legion, or die trying.


  “Savanno Lisario, you are under arrest! By order of the church and the kingdom of Harlaheim, I order you to surrender yourself, the king, and the queen! Do this and you will be allowed to stand trial!” Javiel drew his longsword and pointed it at the cloaked soldiers that rushed down the stairs into the throne room led by Savanno.


  “For the crowns, for God, and for Harlaheim! Charge them!” Savanno rallied his men with a roaring battle call, followed by his nephew and sixteen faithful soldiers as they raced down the stairs to face four times their number. The former Lord Knight Errant knew he had the loyalty of his men, and the fear of the men he faced by reputation alone. He hoped it was enough to break through their ranks and make it out alive with their quarry.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Ansharr the ancient wyrm closed her eyes for a long moment, they were not accustomed to staring at such small and archaic writing for so many hours. She had finished reading the scroll that she now knew had been written by no mortal, far from it in fact. Her divine senses could feel the pull of the moons as her old spirit reached its last few centuries; but the impulses of energy she received from a mere touch of the parchment to her scaled skin was far more potent. This relic had powers that she knew had been released recently, and what remained bound to the item was fading fast. Since it was not arcane magic at all, the dragon could not trace it. The energies that were present and manipulated into forms of arcane had symbols, words, and sometimes certain techniques that could be followed and learned. This sort of power, divine beyond mortal understanding, had no such method; it simply was.


  “You all have had a tumultuous journey, would you rather discuss this in the morning after you have rested? It may take hours to explain.” Ansharr spoke softly, sensing wounds, pain, and weariness in the six travelers that waited for her and stared at her in awe and amazement.


  “I think, and I speak for most of us I am sure, that we have been through far too much to not know why this scroll that Saberrak found is so valuable. I doubt any of us will sleep well at this point, great dragon.” Shinayne bowed and looked around at the others, seeing everyone in agreement as she expected.


  ‘Is that so?” the red winged wyrm looked them all over with her glowing red and silver eyes.


  “I do have one thing to mention before you begin, ancient one.” James stood up from his spot on the stone floor, nervously.


  “Go ahead, Sir James.”


  “I would like to apologize.”


  “For whatever could you apologize to me for, we have just met good knight?” Ansharr seemed puzzled.


  “I washed myself of the dirt and blood of battle in your sacred pool. Please forgive me, I respect your old beliefs and would never desecrate an altar to anything holy or divine. I was raised to worship and praise Alden, and to me there is only God, and Alden is his-“


  James heard the stifled laughter erupting from Gwenne and Shinayne, then looked behind him. He saw the wizard with her hand over her mouth shaking her head with tears in her eyes, and the elven woman doubled over in laughter.


  “Sir James, the pool out there is for bathing, nothing more. I believe your lady companions have something to share with the rest of us?” Ansharr enjoyed having the sound of laughter in her cavernous home, it had been a long time indeed and she could not help but let a smile cross her horned face as well.


  “No, nothing to add.” Shinayne and Gwenne kept laughing as they looked at the knight of Chazzrynn, still at noble attention in front of the dragon. “But thank you James, for the brief lesson on your religious beliefs.” the ladies, weary and exhausted, continued their hysterical laughter, pointing at James who was as red in the face as the dragon. Even Cristoff, Zen, and Saberrak chuckled at this point, as much at James for his unneeded apology as the Shinayne and Gwenne for their inability to stop laughing.


  “Well… oh…ummm. It seems I’ve been had, very funny. I think we all need a rest, and the night is late. As I am the subject of the jests this evening, I think I shall retire. Do we have any blankets?” James looked around and saw none, hoping he would not have to sleep on the cold stone floor.


  “Yes James, I have plenty. If you walk toward the stairs, on the right by the chests there are many.” Ansharr pointed her clawed finger over to where she spoke of, magical light erupting from a torch sconce directly above the stone alcove in the rock.


  “May I ask a serious question, Ansharr?” Gwenneth, having calmed herself from the humorous debacle, wiped her eyes and stepped forward.


  “Of course, Lady of Lazlette.”


  “Why is it you have a pool that is far too small for you, and blankets that surely you do not use?”


  Ansharr lowered her head right in front of the lady wizard, watching the men doze off before the blankets and furs were brought out. “Because I have many humans in and out of my life and my home, from time to time. Down those stairs live some people I watch over, and that watch over me, among other things. That is why Kalzarius knew that here would be the safest place for your scroll.”


  “Who are they?” Gwenneth was curious, not as much about them as the arcane treasures, but still curious.


  “That I cannot tell you my dear, I am sorry. If they wish to make their presence known to you, they shall. But, I am sworn to secrecy in their regard, please understand. I can tell you this, you are safe here in my care and under their watchful eyes. Now rest, you and I have much to discuss tomorrow.” the dragon curled her tail around near the wizard.


  Gwenne took one of the thick fur blankets from James as he passed them out, laid it on her red and black scaled tail, and curled up on it. She watched the others fall asleep quickly in the warm torchlight of a dragon’s cave. Only she and Shinayne and the dragon Ansharr seemed unable to do more than close their eyes. Her mind was on the scroll, the minotaur, her training, and on Kalzarius. She wanted to know why Saberrak’s eyes had glowed and what the scroll had done and still could do. The daughter of Lazlette wished her old master, or even her mother were here to help her decide what to do next.


  The young wizard watched her elven friend rest in a sitting position with her sword in her lap, and drift off somewhere else as she closed her eyes. Gwenneth tried to fall asleep also, feeling more and more comfortable next to the dragon with each slow drifting breath. Just before the veil of dreams took her, she thought she heard whispering from the dragon, and then from Shinayne. Gwenne struggled to hear what they were saying, the language foreign to her, but her eyes and ears would not respond as deep slumber wrapped her close.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Blades clashed and arrows loosed from both sides of the throne room as blood spilled on the blue velvet carpet. Sulian was fighting three armored guards by himself on the steps, lunging and parrying, his rapier flashing in the torchlight as he backed them up to make way to the dining hall. The young knight’s men fired another volley at the archers of the bishop, killing several, and then they were returned the courtesy as two of them fell off the balcony over the two thrones, full of arrows. His soldiers charged in beside him, fending off halberds and enemy rapiers alike.


  Savanno leapt over a falling castle guard and landed on his feet in the midst of four more. The veteran knight kicked the halberd of one guard then shot a quick thrust of his blade through the plate armor and into his chest. He ducked another bladed spear attack at his head, lunged low onto his knees, landing his rapier through the man’s stomach. Savanno rose to his feet, parrying swords now from his left and right. He dropped his elbow back behind his shoulder, catching both rapiers of his enemy in an obscure parry behind his back, and then spun half circle with his rapier perfectly straight and at full length. Both guards fell to the ground, having their necks cut wide open from the sweeping slash from the former lord. He looked back, seeing three of Cristoff’s men keeping the king and queen well protected, then marched forward into the dining hall. He knew they were safe from the archers as they were mingled in with the royal guard in combat, but still vulnerable since their numbers were so few.


  Javiel stayed back from the mass melee before him, trying to issue orders to guards and archers that could not hear him over the heavy thunder of platemail armor and crossing of steel weapons. The bishop watched as Savanno made entry to the dining hall, followed by a small band that were likely hiding the nobles that had been removed from power. One of the remaining cloaked rogues stood out from the rest as he viewed the scene. Fighting off and killing the castle soldiers like a tornado in a farmstead, he was definitely not a mere turncoat following the former lord. “Sergeant, have your archers fire on that man there!” the bishop pointed at the deadly swordsman, who unbeknownst to him was one of the most loyal knights to the church.


  Sulian Lisario thrust his rapier into another royal guard, parried another cut, then another, and began to cut his way out of the surround he had found himself in. Another guard fell, then another, his blade making short work of the complacent soldiers. Sulian’s training had been years of hard swordplay, and he had been in battles inside and out of the city many times the last decade. His legs moved with his sword, his free hand gave balance where his lunges and cuts would cause a man to fall or stumble, and his perfect parries and cuts were unstoppable. He stepped over one of his fallen adversaries, seeing his uncle make it into the dining hall. He noticed Savanno fighting two guards from atop the huge oak table near their exit in the broken window. His eyes widened, hearing the rush and yells of his own men behind him. As he turned, a volley of arrows from the bishop’s soldiers showered into he and his men. Three of his most loyal dove to protect him, catching many projectiles in their backs as they fell to the ground. Two arrows sunk into Sir Sulian, one in the forearm and one in his left side, into the ribs. His remaining men rushed to save their leader and knight of the order, while two of his injured tried to stand from the stone floor of the chamber.


  Savanno Lisario pulled his blade free from the guard he had killed and looked from his stand on top of the table. His remaining four men helped the king and queen to the broken window, peering out themselves first, then lifting the nobility out onto the balcony. The former lord looked at the thirty remaining guards trying to surround his injured nephew to no avail. The arrows had caused the castle guard to hold for a moment, enough for Sulian and his men to reach the hall. They lifted their knight up to Savanno, who in turn pulled him toward the window.


  “Go uncle, I will be fine.” his breathing was rapid and short, the arrow pressing deep into his side. Sulian snapped off the other that protruded from both sides of his forearm, wincing from the sharp pain as he tried to smile in the face of Savanno. “Get out of the castle while you can!”


  “Come with me, you need a priests’ attention.” Savanno helped his injured nephew over the ledge, then followed him out, turning quickly to the left down the balcony stairs onto the castle catwalk. He counted only eight men remaining, including the three with the king and queen.


  “No, We will hold them here on the balcony as long as we can, my lord.” he shoved Savanno forward, and turned to stand with his few men and give his uncle just a little longer to escape. “Men, protect the king and queen!”


  Savanno turned and ran into the courtyard, following his men and the treasured prisoners they guarded. Into the night, as the infantry of L’Herrim scattered through the castle walls and yards, the veteran lord and knight was the last man to drop down to the stairs of the sewers. He looked one last time at his nephew, bravely holding the balcony by the window with five men and an arrow deep in his side. The grate dropped closed, and they fled through the under tunnels of Harlaheim.


  Seeing no sign of his uncle, Sulian stepped back from the window, holding his arm and his ribs that ached with every breath and step as blood stained his tunic and cloak. “Fall back men, to the streets! God save us.” the remaining five soldiers and their brave knight capitan rushed toward the courtyard into the shadows. The young harlian knight heard the sounds of some fighting and dying, but continued on out the western gate and into the city. Sulian stepped inside the royal stables unnoticed and fell into the haypile. He smiled knowing they had fought hard and died well this night. The king and queen were safe, Savanno was leading them, and the young knight just needed to stop and rest awhile. He immersed himself with hay for cover, and in the dark stone barn Sir Sulian’s eyes closed.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Johnas II:II


  Fortress Salganat, Loucas, Chazzrynn


  “He bears the brand father, and so does the woman. That is eleven we have found, eleven loyal servants of the Prince of Valhirst that have a spider brand on their back, in the same spot. What more will it take to arrest the man?” young Prince Bryant Salganat paced back and forth on the falcon emblem engraved on the marble floor. It was fifteen paces wide, from wingtip to wingtip, and seven from the tail to the head; he had paced it over and over so many times while talking with his father the last few years in the throne room of their royal fortress.


  King Mikhail of Chazzrynn admired his son’s poise and determination, the shadow of a rich brown beard that was trying to grow to match his long hair. He smiled at the fierceness in the bright blue eyes of his only living son and heir to the throne of his kingdom. He saw himself, four decades ago, in the stubborn and just young man before him. He sat on the throne, the one next to him empty as it had been for many years, and stared at the long thin hall filled with decoration and falcon sconces on stands of iron. The loneliness made Mikhail quiet and reflective, peaceful yet tired. He wished to restore that vigor that Bryant had, to himself and his troubled country.


  “Father? Are you even listening to a word I have said? It is time to move on Johnas before more of these unbelievable stories and tragedies hurt the kingdom further! I do not understand why-“


  “Your mother and your brothers would be so proud of you, my son.” he had heard the words, yet his pride as a father took over from any desire to continue the argument.


  “Here we are again. Father, could we please stay on the subject of the two members of my cousin’s spider guild we have in our protection. The two that will not talk of what had happened to them, or of Johnas Valhera?” Bryant fumed again, his father the king always changing the subject and getting sentimental at the worst of times.


  “Balric D’Vrelle and his woman? Still haven’t spoken a word, eh? It is late, let them, and me, sleep another night and we shall talk to them in the morning. Do not get your hopes up son, it may be possible that they were innocent bystanders as they stated.” Mikhail waved a cautious hand to his son, knowing they had been here nearly a month and their story had not changed one bit. Balric’s wounds had healed quickly, but young Miss Blackflame’s had not fared as well. The king’s priests had seen to her personally, yet it would be many years before the scarring would return to the normal color and texture of her once beautiful tan skin, if ever. Mikhail admired Balric for his devotion, his silence, and his love and caring for the woman despite the terrible burns she carried.


  “I do not believe they are husband and wife, father. It seemed fine weeks ago, but this last few days, they barely talk to one another. They do not touch or even whisper in my presence. They keep their heads down like two defeated strangers waiting for something bad to happen all over again. I tried to converse with them, and they just agree and babble to me. It seems they have given up the act, and maybe now is the time to interrogate them.” Bryant planned on doing it anyway this evening, with or without the king’s permission.


  “Leave them be, son. They will talk when they are ready. They are safe here in Loucas, in fortress Salganat, with us. We should be focusing on sending more men to Lord Alexei in Southwind Keep, he sent word that the ogre are in larger number this late winter and that they seem fearless as ever.”


  “And the trolls from the Hollowmoors plague Hurne and Roricdale this time of year as well. We have to watch how thin we spread our reserves, father. I received word from Harlaheim yesterday morning, from Kalzarius.” Bryant pulled the scroll that had been delivered by a horseman messenger, intended for the king.


  “What news from our newest knight and his quest?” Mikhail brightened with something new to discuss.


  “None really. A scribe merely sent word from Kalzarius of Harlaheim, that Sir James Andellis and his crew of the Bronze Harpy arrived in port after an ordeal at sea. They were received well and are welcome guests at his home. He went on to say something about his thanks for help with the scroll, what a fine example of chivalry James is, and that he honors our country, and that they will be taking the scroll to Soujan Mountain for safe keeping in a few weeks time. Fairly unexciting father.” Prince Bryant placed it on the arm of his father’s throne.


  “Very good, very good. I think I shall retire after a ride around the walls. Care to join son?” King Mikhail stood and stretched, then began to walk down the steps to embrace his son good night.


  “No father, I would like to talk, just talk, with our guests for awhile. Enjoy your ride, and good night.” he hugged his father back, seeing that parental eye of scrutiny, sensing for a motive that he tried to keep clouded.


  “Just talk?”


  “Yes sire, just talk. You have my word.”


  “Very well then, I will hold you to it. Just do not get your hopes up, or let your suspicions get the best of you. This spider theory you have seems to be a bit imaginative. Just let things happen as they unfold, do not force it son.” the king smiled, and walked out of his hall, the guards opening door after door for him as he headed to the stables.


  The air was moistening with winter’s end, the sun leaving just a hint of pale purple in the dark sky to the east. King Mikhail had not left the castle fortress much in weeks, having been on horse and ship for the better part of six months prior. The smell of his steed, the hay, the fresh night air under a cold and starry sky would do him well. His mind wandered back to the days when his sons were young and alive, and Bryant was a baby. He and the queen would ride at night often, and the memory of that brought the old king some peace; he thought often that she was with Alden in heaven watching him raise their son, and the boys were by her side. His smile could not have widened more as he opened the stable doors, then vanished as a foul strange odor permeated his nostrils. Mikhail felt for the lantern and flintstick. He pressed the device back and forth three times, producing a spark that lit the oil lantern wick. He held it up and looked past his horses, searching for the smell that was not manure or hay. Mikhail walked to the rear of the stables, past thirty stallions and mares who all seemed anxious to see him. It was coming from the grain barrels, a stench of rot and decay. He drew his broadsword and opened a lid, and stepped back as the reek choked his eyes and throat. The king gasped, seeing Medrol stuffed into the barrel most contorted and dead for several days and bloated. Medrol had been one of his finest castle servants for over a decade now, and Mikhail removed the lids of the remaining six grain barrels, one by one. His hand covered his mouth, as three more servants were found, rotting and dead but from what he could not tell.


  He turned and ran, as fast as he could, he ran back to the castle. “Guards, guards!! To the guest rooms on the third floor, now! The prince is in danger! Guards!” King Mikhail yelled as loud as he could while running, his eyes tearing at the though of losing his only son. His heart raced with fear, not for the dead in the barrels, but for the fact they had been dead for several days. Mikhail ran harder now up the steps into his castle, since he had seen those same servants only a few hours ago on the third floor. He remembered one of them bumping in to him on the way to the kitchen, but remaining silent, and another kept her head down as she walked the halls. Now his son was alone up there, with whatever was impersonating them. “Guards!”


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Balric D’Vrelle looked back at Vanessa; her mouth gagged with a black cloth, her long black hair over her shoulders and part of her face, and he wished he could touch her. The brown in her eyes was dull and full of hopelessness, much as it had been since he had rescued her from Johnas and since her tragic injuries from the magicks of Gwenneth Lazlette. Tears ran down her small nose and over her top lip into the cloth. Had he not also been gagged, the swordsman spy would have comforted her with soft words of assurance as best he could. He felt his gag itching as it was too tight across his goatee and neck, pulling his long hair every time his head moved. His head ached from the opium they had drugged them with in their sleep two nights ago, and the doppelgangers had not even given them blankets for the cold ride in the merchant wagon they were hauled in. Balric knew they were in Valhirst, he could smell the sea and the aroma of the city when they were taken out of the covered wagon an hour ago and marched in manacles through the secret tunnels of The White Spider.


  The shapeshifters all resembled commoners, all except one. The one named Ariili appeared as a city guard, much like Balric when he had his brief duty of captain of the Valhirst city militia. He knew it had been a set up then, but he had thought them safely away in the capital of Loucas with the king would have ended it. His letters to Javiel had not been answered and he felt a fool for waiting. Again he was shoved ahead and his face grabbed and turned to look forward instead of at his beloved woman. He had no dagger, no shortblade, no armor, and even his saber had been lifted along with Vanessa’s belongings by these six devious doppelgangers.


  Two men stood in the shadowy illumination that shone at the end of the tunnel. Balric recalled that this was Heathen’s post, the red minotaur with one horn that set him free from imprisonment. He saw no minotaur, instead there was a young boy, perhaps fifteen who was missing a hand. He held the spider wand in his remaining hand, and was under supervision from one of the older agents that was merely called Silver. He was said to be one of the first assassins ever trained by Johnas Valhera, but he had lost his leg from the knee down in a brutal fight with barbaric traders from the Deep South. Now he handled much of the coin counting and documents for the patriarch of killers and thieves. Balric smiled inwardly, seeing two lame agents instead of a robust minotaur watching the security measures of the domicile. Times must be tough, he thought. He then realized that with no Heathen here, that the other minotaur must have killed him. That thought did not sit well for the Harlian spy, since that was his only ally here in Chazzrynn, save the lovely woman he was a prisoner alongside.


  “Welcome back Vanessa Blackflame and Balric D’Vrelle, we hope your honeymoon was joyous. God knows this won’t be.” Silver laughed as they passed into the underchamber, his remaining teeth and straggly gray hair reeked of dirty old man and musty leather. “Now once they have passed the wand, we have to announce them, especially if there are doppelgangers with, understood?”


  The boy nodded, placing the wand on the alcove ledge and then drawing his saber which was still too long a weapon for the boy for another few years. Oggidan walked ahead of the caravan of wicked fey creatures and their prisoners. “Ariili and five doppelgangers with Balric and Vanessa, Prince Johnas!”


  “Good work, nicely done Oggidan. How is your brand? Still smarts a little, eh?” Silver shut the door behind them. “And remember, never open the right door unless the person entering is marked to die by the prince because…” the door shut.


  The underchamber with the onyx throne and white inlays of marble on the floor depicting a spider looked the same as when he had left it over a month ago. Torches, scattered magical lanterns of green, orange, and red, and the smell of wine, liquor, opium and precious coins and jewels; it hit him like waking from a bad dream. Vanessa started to panic, struggling and moaning with her shapeshifting captors as they reverted to their true and natural forms. Pale white and blue, hairless with pointy ears, long bony claws and sharp fangs, but it was the solid black eyes that sent shivers up the spine of most.


  “Well, well, well. Look what the cats have brought me. My two favorite lovers. My young pupil, and the double agent. Or should I say triple agent? He worked for the church to infiltrate me in Harlaheim, then spied on us here as a branded member, and now he has spent time with the king of Chazzrynn. You have a bit much on your plate, Harlian.” laughter rolled lightly from the corners and balconies where every cutthroat killer and criminal in the guild watched.


  “Remove their gags.” Johnas pointed to the human guards inside, and they did as they were ordered.


  Balric felt relief as his teeth could now close and the soppy rag was free of his mouth. He looked around, head lowered, noticing a strange figure next to the throne that Johnas rested in. He had very little hair left on his head, and the skin was tight and drawn strange over his skull. Scars on his neck looked severe and recent, like his neck had been severed by a blade. Bony white hands with black fingernails held a gnarled banyan root that had been polished into a staff atopped with a human skull. His face resembled a corpse as much as a man, and a strange shadowy mist seemed to spin gently over his dark eyes, enervating the strength in Balric’s breathing. He turned his eyes away from the unnerving stare of the robed man, and tried to glance at Vanessa beside him instead.


  “I told the king nothing, nor the prince. We were taken against our will Johnas and-“


  A brutal kidney shot from a small club dropped the Harlian spy to his knees, turning his speech into low moans and stifled curses. The men around him laughed and put their hands on his shoulders to keep the bound spy from falling over onto his face. The human agent with his cloth mask pulled up over his nose whispered into Balric’s ear. “You will speak when spoken to, prisoner. Next time, I club your woman, or have some sort of fun with her. On your feet.”


  “Tell me, Balric of Harlaheim, what would you do if you were me? Should I kill you both, throw you in the pit? Enlighten me.” Johnas drew his blade, the enchanted weapon hummed from the emerald in the pommel to the end of the wavy kris blade. It told its owner by the vibrations, to kill him and let it feel the blood upon its steel edge, but the prince held still and merely pointed the weapon at his prisoners.


  “Let him go Johnas, and I will remain here with you.” Vanessa spoke up, which was difficult for her as she trembled in fear and pain simply seeing her former owner and hearing his voice.


  “How noble, young Blackflame, noble indeed for a slave girl. However, I have you both at this point, and do not need any advice from a disloyal wizard.” the prince of Valhirst snapped his fingers, and within a second two young Caberran girls stepped out from behind his throne dressed in simple black silk robes and little more. They put their hands nervously around his shoulders and arms, pretending to be affectionate. “Besides, as you can see, you have been replaced.”


  “I say you let me have them for awhile, my experiments will need fresh meat. Yes, fresh and young blood for something vile and new. What say you Johnas? May I?” Salah-Cam hissed as much as spoke, as his voice had suffered from his beheading at the edge of Kendari’s blade some weeks ago. His potent ritual had nearly completed, and he was surely sustained with life for time indefinite. He was disturbed however, that his flesh did not seem to be much more than a shell anymore; he felt as though it would fall off day by day. His wounds had healed as best they could, and his anger at his appearance of a walking corpse was inwardly blaming Kendari for interrupting his final incantations.


  “Perhaps you can have her assistance from time to time Salah. Only if Balric does not behave or do as he is told, that is.” Johnas smiled his evil grin, his eyes of green to match the emerald gem of his sword beamed at the prisoners. “You may speak now, slaves.”


  “I have not told a soul of my findings here, and do not plan to. I wished simply to leave with Vanessa and be gone from here, I seek no trouble and threaten none, highness.” the swordsman spy pleaded with the sinister man for release he knew he would not get.


  “You attacked me, killed some of my men, and stole my woman. You love her, fine, I will allow that to factor in, since I do not love my whores.” he smiled as Balric spit on the floor and tried to run toward the throne in anger and rage. He was restrained by the guild members on guard easily by his chained hands behind his back. “And, you are a spy for the Bishop and Cardinal in Harlaheim. Even if you sent them no word or secret letter, they will come here to find you. Crossguard Legion with them or not, you are a spy, and they will seek to retrieve or silence you.”


  “So kill me then. Or face me with the blade again, and if I kill you, I am allowed to take Vanessa and leave. After I throw your corpse in the pit, that is.” his legs went numb from the second kidney blow with the club, his eyes squinting closed and teeth grinding to hold in a scream of anguish.


  “I already won that fight, if you remember.” Johnas received oohs and aahs from the thirty some members of the White Spider present.


  “I remember cutting down two of your men to get to you, and being stopped by Heathen as I had you down in the corner. Perhaps with no minotaur to save you, we could really-“


  This time, as more oohs than aahs echoed at Balric’s defying words, the club struck him on the back of the neck, knocking him to the ground. His nose hit the stone hard, unable to slow his fall with bound hands, he bled onto the black marble floor. Salah-Cam walked over to an alcove and lifted a large glass jar filled with green thick liquid. He carried it, lumbering and slow with rigid steps of the undying, then floated back up the steps. The rotten wizard set the jar on a small gold tablestand, and opened it. He reached his hand inside the smoking green vileness, and produced a platinum ring with two emeralds set in it, and handed it to the prince of Valhirst. Johnas stared at Salah in disgust.


  “Could you at least wipe it off?”


  “Yes, yes fine, of course.” Salah-Cam wiped the slime covered ring off on his rotted and moth eaten robes, and handed it once more to the patriarch of the White Spider, who reluctantly put it on. It shrunk comfortably to fit his pinkly finger.


  The decaying old man put his bony hand in the jar again, and removed a platinum necklace, thick and heavy which also had two small emeralds set on a small round disc that hung from the chain. He set down his staff, picked up the jar and floated down the steps to Balric. He placed the necklace over his head, and watched it too, shrink to a tight fit. Then he levitated to Vanessa, who began to scream and struggle. Salah waited until she was properly restrained, hovering in place. “Hold open her mouth please, please.”


  “No! you bastard, I will focking kill you, right here you basta-“


  “Shut up, Balric! You are being disruptive to my viewing pleasures, manners please.” Johnas waited to see if it worked. He watched the man silence himself with just a simple command. The Harlian man was quiet, against his will, he spoke nothing. “It works well, Salah. Balric, come sit on the steps and be patient.”


  The swordsman spy struggled to his feet, walked over to the steps, feeling as though he must. He felt no conflict, just that it was the right thing to do. His mind went calm and peaceful for a moment, only thinking of sitting down where he was asked to. Balric watched with patience and calm he could not understand, as the green liquid was poured into Vanessa’s mouth.


  She choked and gagged, squirmed and twisted, but the foul old sorcerer managed to get much of the slime into her mouth, then the men forced her to swallow in order to breathe. As she began trying to vomit up what she could, her mind went cold and numb which slowed her emotions and feelings rapidly.


  “Hinvicartes encartes visir vilis de hishiriam!” Salah chanted in arcane tongues of forbidden spells, and smashed the slime covered jar on the marble floor. A green fog with the smell of sugar and flowers rose from Balrics necklace, the Prince’s ring, and from Vanessa Blackflame. All was quiet in the chamber, no one moved nor breathed a noise. “It is done, my prince. Let me show you.”


  “Guard, bring a prisoner from below, a healthy one if you would.” Johnas walked down to Vanessa, who looked dazed but still recoiled from the man who took her against her will so many times. “And bring up two blades as well.”


  The stocky human guard ran back up a few moments later into the silent chamber, two sabers in one hand, and pulling a bearded man with his left. The chains rattled across the floor, and the guard stopped halfway across the spider design, and held out the swords.


  “Balric, take a blade and defend me against anyone who threatens my precious life.” Johnas smiled, keeping one hand on Vanessa’s shoulder, and the other on the grip of his blade. The guard gave the weapon to Balric as he stepped forward nonchalantly. “Prisoner, if you wish to be free, all you must do is get past this man and make it to the girl or cut me.” Johnas smiled at the man, likely his own age, but years of a straggly beard and disheveled hair made him seem a bit out of place in the finely decorated chamber. A prisoner, in dire need of food by the looks of his ribs, but he cared not.


  Hands shaking, nervous and starving, the man took the saber and stared at Balric. The Harlian man looked confused, and it seemed he could just walk past him and get the twenty feet to the girl that Johnas held in front of him with ease. He did so, and casually walked with a slight tremble straight past Balric D’Vrelle. As he passed, the saber from the Harlian swordsman slowly rose, up to chest level, and rested gently on the prisoner’s rags. He simply shook his head, letting him know he was not to proceed. The prisoner looked around, then looked at Balric, then at the ten feet he had to go to win his freedom. He had been here in that cell for at least four years now he guessed, and would do anything to be free. He raised his left hand up to Balric’s shoulder, and pushed him back hard.


  The Harlian swordsman raised his blade, and cut out at the prisoner’s saber, disarming him surprisingly quick to all present. He remained still, as did the filthy bearded man before him. Balric stood there, thinking only of protecting Johnas Valhera, and moved slightly to position himself between the prince and the prisoner.


  A dirty hand picked the blade up from the floor, trembling from the silent spectacle he realized he had become in this chamber. Having some training decades ago with the saber, the prisoner held his breath and mustered his anger and courage as he went on guard. He let out a yell of hatred and bravado, and attacked the dark haired statue of a man in front of him. The sabers clashed for a short exchange or rudimentary attacks and parries, then Balric swept his blade high at the prisoner’s face. The captive bent on freedom rather than swordplay, made a rush under the cut and ran for the woman in the black robes. As he passed the harlian man, he felt the dig of cold steel in his back, through his ribs, and looked down to see the saber tip slowly pulling back from his chest as his body quivered and the veins in his neck tightened.


  Balric removed the blade from the man, allowing him to fall with his clattering blade to the stone floor. He also dropped his weapon, sensing no need to hold it any longer, his mind went to the woman he loved and walked toward her. His thoughts raced of having just killed a man for no reason, and he became disoriented. He saw Johnas holding Vanessa, and heard oohs and aahs from the surrounding dark clad criminals. He went for his lover, to hold her and take her away; her sad eyes stared back at his, just as confused.


  Johnas pulled her hair back hard, painfully, and watched as Balric’s hand went for his own head . He stopped as if someone were grabbing his hair as well, reaching to stop something that was not there, but felt real enough. “Excellent work Salah-Cam, most excellent for certain. But let us try something a bit more difficult. Guard, do we have five prisoners we can arm?”


  “Yes your highness, we have plenty of em.” the old agent of the White Spider scampered off to find more men he could dispose of from their cells.


  “My prince, I will need her mind and will to be free to assist me in the study and laboratory, so she will still be dangerous. However, since she knows that her pain also hurts Balric, her devotion should be guaranteed. The necklace cannot be removed, unless you remove the ring first, which only I can do. Now with an assistant, I can begin many more wondrous creations for you, yes many.” Salah looked at Vanessa with a mixture of lust and power knowing she would be spending much time with him. Her skills in the arcane would be invaluable to him, and besides the burns and scars on her face, he thought she was quite beautiful to have near him.


  “And I have a loyal bodyguard unlike any other. Balric D’Vrelle, I have much for you to do, oh so much.” Johnas sheathed his blade, and walked over to Vanessa and Salah.


  Johnas whispered. “First, my decaying friend, you have work outside the city to attend, yes?. Set up the old keep of Vrevvinok, west of Roricdale. It will need livestock and a degree of order to it for out little meeting. The emissaries should have delivered the chests of gold and messages to both Mun Parr queen of the trolls in the Hollowmoors and to Avegarne, plagued king of the ogre tribes under Arouland. We leave in two days to meet with them, and hopefully our ships will bring more doppelgangers from the Isle of Taberlo. Go and set up the keep, take five men with you. I will meet you there in seven days.” Johnas watched as five sickly prisoners were given sabers in the great chamber, and then Balric picked up his blade from the floor.


  “My prince, why is it that we seek to ally with Mun Parr and Avegarne? Surely they cannot be seen in a city or be kept hidden as members within the underground.” Salah-cam had looks of confusion across his rotting and dry face. He had met them and traded before, but now Johnas was doing much more than buying and selling. Salah wanted to know details.


  “It is I, Salah, who seek to meet with them. There is no we, mind your tongue or I will cut it out and throw it in the pit. And my allies are none of your concern, go to your studies, take Vanessa with you. And do not let me find out you have used her for anything besides an assistant to your work, old wretch. If you need a woman, you go and find one that will tickle your corpse, but not her and none of mine. You may be diseased, for you surely look and smell it. Now leave me.”


  “I will arrange the site for the meeting, but remember our deal prince. I gave gold and allies for protection and assistance in my works.”


  “And my plans take precedence over yours, our bargain is fair.”


  Johnas noticed a bow from the old wizard from the corner of his eye, as he had learned not to look at Salah. He had felt that overbearing weakness from his black misty gaze once, and once was enough. The Prince of Valhirst watched his scarred beauty be taken further below with the decaying sorcerer, and rested back on his throne of onyx and gold. He felt a bit more secure with some of his bodies replaced, at least here in his city. Johnas got comfortable in his throne, ready to watch Balric cut these men apart to protect him.


  As he raised his hand to get everyone’s attention, he noticed a glow from the thick mahogany table to his right. The warlock mirrors were inside, and he had been waiting for word from both Harlaheim and Devonmir. It had been days since Florin or Rinicus checked in, and still nothing from Kaya T’Vellon. He was anxious to know what news was travelling in through the arcane devices, but was just as curious about his new personal swordsman he had made out of Balric. “Send for Vanessa Blackflame to return, it would be most refreshing and sentimental for the woman to read the mirrors once more, don’t you think?!”


  The gathered agents and members of the White Spider all laughed in approval at the statement, for none would dare say nay to Johnas to begin with.


  “But first, let us see how master D’vrelle here does in saving his beloved prince from certain doom. Men, if you make it past this one single man and reach my throne, you will be set free. Balric, if they reach the throne, I will be forced to keep you from seeing Vanessa for an entire month. Begin!” Johnas laughed as he clapped his hands together, knowing full well that not one of them had a chance, even in a mob rush. He had found his ultimate assassin and bodyguard, out of the least likely of circumstances. Johnas smiled wickedly, enjoying the poetic and tragic irony of it all. The agent of the church who became a spy who would now be an assassin for his once target, he laughed outloud at the thoughts of how much this man would kill for him. The blood ran the floor red, over and over, as the prince’s new killer fought to protect him with his very life, and with his very deadly skill with a sword, all against his own will. Now for the first moment, Johnas felt the deal with Salah would pay off.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Shinayne II:III


  Soujan Mountain, Harlaheim


  “If dreams be the unfulfilled desires of the mind, hunger the unsatisfied yearning for sustenance, and weariness the desperate longing for rest; then the absence of troubles in the heart must be proof of the presence of love.” – from the poetries of Illia Diravis, priestess of Siril at the Temple of the Crescent, the elven capital of Kilikala, circa 945 B.C.


   


  Her steps were as flakes of winter snow on the polished stone by the pool outside the cavern entrance. Light, silent, graceful, and flowing with the wind that streamed from the night sky she was. Her elven kata was perfect and unique in every way, every way except one. Shinayne’s eyes of aqua were closed, her breathing slow as could be, and her mind wandered to her hunter. Just as she came close to seeing him in her meditation, he would drift. The highborne elf would catch herself off balance in just the slightest without her matching shortblade as she danced, stretched, and practiced placing her spirit elsewhere. The lady of Kilikala tried again and again, each time a little closer to Lavress who she could tell was not more than a few days to the north. How he had been in Chazzrynn one day and north of Harlaheim the next, she had no idea. The magicks of the fey were closely guarded to those that vowed service to the Goddess Seirena alone. Lavress had never shared the secrets of the temple of the Whitemoon with her, not yet anyway.


  Shinayne T’Sarrin felt his warmth, could see his topaz eyes fierce on the hunt, and she could see he was in an ancient place of dark stone and giant winged statues of men. He looked at her from time to time, as if he knew she was there trying to reach him. She knew in fact he could sense her, but not closely enough to speak with his spirit. Gone again, the last thing she saw was his bow being drawn and the sense that he was alone with much wickedness ahead. Shinayne felt danger, dark magicks, and creatures that repelled her vision hard and fast, forcing her eyes open and breath to rush in with fevered anxiety. She swung her curved longblade hard through the air, feeling the longing and frustration take her to a place of anger. The elven swordswoman looked to the moons, the green and the white, hoping to derive direction from them or the stars as to what to do. She knelt and prayed, sword in hand. She questioned herself as much as Siril, the God of the elves, in her prayers. I have delivered the scroll, seen my allies safe to the dragon past the wizard, and now our journeys must part. Lavress is all that matters, she told herself, letting her emotions and emptiness take place of the peace and serenity that her meditation should restfully bring about. Shinayne stood, knowing she had no choice but to travel north and help her lover, wherever he may be. There was nothing more for her to do here. She opened her eyes again, and smiled, smiling at the thought of her wood elf hunter and her being as one again. She needed him, for no one understood her sorrow and loss, her shattered dreams of childhood and her parents, and only another elf could bring her that peace and love. Shinayne turned to walk into the cavern of Ansharr and get her belongings.


  “And where do you think you be leaving to in the middle o the night?” Azenairk Thalanaxe, quiet without forty pounds of plate armor strapped on, had been behind her, also praying at the carved entrance. “I felt in my prayers that you were going to leave, and I s’pose I would like to know why, my lady.”


  The elven woman felt a twinge of shame and guilt hit her throat, then looked to walk past Zen, only to see the red glowing and silver eyes of Ansharr blocking the entryway to the cavern at the top of the mountain. She lowered her head, sheathed her sword, and sat down next to the dragon and the dwarf with her hands on her face. “Lavress is out there, to the north, alone. I came to this continent to find him, to be with him, and now he has this purpose and this devotion to his worship that takes him places of great danger. I only wish to be with the man I love, I feel lost without him here.”


  “You need a sense of purpose for yourself, lady T’Sarrin. He has his, and you seem to be trying to tie yours with it. If it were the will of any God or Goddess, it would be so. Perhaps, Zen, you should tell your friend the truth that I saw in your dreams. Go ahead, share your secrets young priest.” Ansharr spoke softly to them both, for she had seen the dwarf carried a great burden. She had no idea of what, but only the feeling that it weighed on him as much as the lost love of the hunter weighed on Shinayne. The great dragon urged the two to talk, to share, for seeing two strong beings such as them in fear and pain of the future was disheartening to her. Ansharr lowered her head, hopeful and curious at the same moment.


  Zen looked at the dragon with a furrowed brow of defiance and rebellion at first, then simply shied away from the request. He was having dreams about the iron box and its contents nightly. His father dying, the promise to take his only heirloom, the key to the mythical mines of Kakisteele, and to find it in the far north and west. Besides his recent dream of dying himself, he had many others that involved being alone and lost in strange mountains searching for a place that did not exist. Azenairk felt fear and shame at not wanting to fulfill this promise, and he had prayed every morning for the strength to overcome it and journey on. He sat quietly, not certain what, if anything, he had to say.


  “I have shared my pain, Azenairk, you know full well that I think of Lavress often in this strange land. The excitement of this journey has been a wonderful distraction, but now I have no direction but to find him it seems. Why don’t you tell me what it is you think of so often, for we all know you carry something in your pouch that distracts you. We have seen you open a box at night and pray, only to try and hide it when we draw near. What is it my bearded friend?” Shinayne breathed the fresh air, put her hand on Zen’s knee as they sat next to each other, and waited until he was ready to talk.


  The dwarven priest pulled out the rusty iron box, opened it, and stared at the ancient piece of rolled parchment, the bag of dust, and the iron key. The key was plain with only a circular disc resembling a moon to top it with some words etched that he could not read. He felt embarrassed, for no dwarf he knew would take him serious had he shared this. “My father, on his deathbed, passed to me the only remaining thing of value to our family. I am the last Thalanaxe, as my known relations in Boraduum are dead. I had hoped for gifts of hidden jewels or coin to restore my family to honor and prosperity. I wished it had been old tomes of our lineage, or perhaps divinely infused armor or weapons that I could carry to defend the empty mines we were left with. Anything, but this is what he gave me, and he made me promise to use it and seek it out. I promised, yet I do not know where to go or how to…” Zen huffed in a deep chest full of air, stifling his tears back as the realization that he was far from home and had nowhere to return to, it hit him hard.


  “And where is it you have vowed to go, Azenairk?” Shinayne asked him sincerely, seeing him in real pain and anguish at the moment. She had never seen him lose his nerve or his optimism since they had met.


  “It is ridiculous, a myth, a joke in dwarven taverns and…” he faked a smile, and wiped his eyes and face. “this be the key to the fabled Kakisteele mines, where Vundren himself is said to have blessed the very stone and forges. Lost thousands o years ago, destroyed or cursed by wicked demons or northern armies they say. The stories all differ, but here, on this old paper deed, it says that the key and the deed to this place is in the hands of our family. It was passed for too many generations to track, and this dust is s’posed to be needed to kill some demon woman that dwells in the dark in the heart o the mines, holding sway over some curse. It is a cruel prank for me, for none in thousands of years have found it. Why? Because it is just a story, something to rattle off when you are drunk or to inspire children. Nothing more. My father was near delirious at his end, and for my word and vow I have to find it, or prove that it is not real. So, I am set to find a place that does not exist, all alone, which is harder than it sounds.” Zen breathed again, having held his breath to get most of that out. He closed his eyes, knowing it was any moment that he would endure some laughter.


  Shinayne stared at the dwarf, feeling ashamed at her love affair tales and how small they seemed compared to the task and trouble this dwarf carried with him. She thought of how she had so many centuries of life ahead of her, and that her impatience with letting Lavress and her find their way over time was what she was really having trouble accepting. “It is not ridiculous, Azenairk Thalanaxe. That is truly a noble and an honorable task you have accepted. And you do not have to do it alone. I would be honored to seek it out with you. Real or imagined, as far as you need me to go.”


  “You mean that, my lady? You would go with me to find a place far away that does not even exist?” Zen looked at the box and its contents, then to the beautiful elven woman.


  “Without a second thought my friend, without a second thought.” Shinayne felt relieved, for him and herself. She felt a bit of purpose and love inside her, not to mention the pull of friendship that could not let him travel off alone. For Shinayne did not want to travel alone either. Her list of friends in this life was short and compiled of mostly those here on the mountain.


  “Young dwarf, would you care for some old draconic wisdom?” Ansharr looked at the key from over his shoulder.


  “Yes, great one. Anything you have to say be surely wiser than what is in my mind.” Zen felt a smile across his face and beard, knowing he would have at least one companion to nowhere now.


  “There once was a place, a city, where dwarves, elves, the fey, my kind, and man all dwelt together. It was, for but a century, the beacon of hope and light of this continent in dark times. Worship was unrestricted, freedom of spirit and truth were paramount there, and all flocked from near and far to live in this kingdom. It was before my age, well over two thousand years ago, that this place was destroyed by the armadas and sorceries of the northern realms. It was envied, mistrusted, too good to be true, mystical yet majestically real, and it stood for all that was honorable and loving, chivalric and bold, yet many centuries ahead of its time. The kingdom of Mooncrest, far to the west of Shanador and north of the Misathi Mountains, was ruined as a warning to all races, religions, and people of Agara that such open mindedness and freedoms were dangerous and blasphemous. The three emperors of Altestan led their armies across the ocean and lands unchallenged, and laid waste to her people. Since then, most of our my kind stayed to their own, separated and self seeking; just the way the empires of Altestan would have it, as it still is today.” Ansharr had noticed the full attention of her words from the elf and Zen in front of her, and also that James, Saberrak, Cristoff, and Gwenneth were standing behind her in the early hours of morning. They had awoken with her, and were listening intently and quietly, hidden behind her giant draconic form in the cavern.


  “Sad story indeed, but what does that have to do with me? Did someone find this Mooncrest and rebuild it or something?” Zen tried to find the moral to the story, to see what Ansharr was trying to relay to him.


  “No, good priest. Not yet. However, your Kakisteele mines are on the northern mountain border to Tintasarn, the fabled elven district south of the small Kaki Mountains. They both reside in the lost kingdom of Mooncrest, which indeed, beyond the shadow of a doubt, exists. And by the way, your key says, in draconic tongue, all that enter are blessed.”


  “I have heard of Tintasarn and the old tales of Mooncrest, but simply as a mythical upstart kingdom that failed long ago. You mean that you have a key to such a place?” Shinayne looked at the key, in awe of the story and what this dwarf may be carrying.


  “I also have the deed to the kingdom in the mountain, for whatever that is worth. They say it is cursed, haunted by the dead, and swarming at night with fiends and creatures that no army could defeat. If half the rumors and old stories are true, than it is certain death anyway.” Zen was not sure if it was more comfortable knowing it may exist and be damned, or better to stick with his people’s word that it is only a myth.


  “It is said that there is also a dragon there that keeps a pact with the demon, the curses of the dead, and protects the place from outsiders. I have heard much the same, but never seen it myself.” Ansharr nodded her head, knowing it was not likely what they wanted to hear, but she was not about to lie and tell them there was no danger. The ancient dragon knew that thousands over the millennia had died trying to find the lost kingdom, or died in it once they had.


  “Ansharr, is there any chance that we could even make it one foot into such a place? If the stories are true, they say no one has ever returned having found it. How could Shinayne and I even conceive to-“


  “And me.” Saberrak huffed, leaning on his axe from beside the great red dragon, staring at Zen.


  “At your service, master Thalanaxe.” James Andellis bowed deeply and smiled.


  “Are you all mad? To cross Shanador to its western border alone would take a over month of travel. I doubt there is anything there of interest anyway after all this time.” Gwenne shook her head, seeing bravado and excitement overrule common sense.


  “On the contrary Gwenneth Lazlette, a once famous archmage by the name of Carados had a tower in the center of the city and a library that was said to rival the great library in Caberra. He was killed, betrayed by a powerful student they say.” Ansharr looked down at the young wizard and smiled, noting her facial expressions change drastically at the mention of an archmage.


  “I sense you will need my expertise on this journey. So, since I cannot let you die horrible deaths simply because I chose not to help you, I will lend my assistance.” Gwenne raised her nose in the air, stifling her excitement at even viewing the tower of the fabled Carados she had read about in old tomes in Vallakazz. Archmages nor their secrets did not exist anymore, having been hunted down and killed by the Altestani and the church long ago; so the mention of one would entice any wizard to seek out even the smallest scrap of parchment belonging to one, let alone a tower. A wizard of that power was said to have control over the arcane that was no longer mortal and beyond comprehension, just what Gwenne had always wanted, and just what she would love to show her mother and the academy she was capable of.


  Ansharr smiled at the wizard’s easily changeable attitude, and looked at the silent Lord of Saint Erinsburg. He had been leaning on the stone entrance, listening intently and captured deep in his thoughts. “And what of the noble lord? Are you able to take on such a task with these fine travelers?”


  They all looked toward Cristoff, who smiled back and met each of their stares in the early dark of morning on the mountaintop. “Rarely have I seen people decide to take on such a dangerous quest, and never purely out of friendship. I would be honored to go with you, in fact my wandering mind will surely be haunted by thoughts of adventure, day and night, from here out. I wish I could say that I could go with you, but my title and duty as lord of a great city must prevail. I admire your courage, all of you, and insist that you come to Saint Erinsburg to prepare. There is nothing more I desire than to journey with you, but I must decline.” lord Bradswellen the Third bowed to them all, inspired by the comradery and loyalty of such a mixed group of companions pulling together for the troubles and dreams of their dwarven ally. Had Harlaheim half the honor they showed each other, the kingdom he served would once again be the glorious realm it once was. He turned to walk back inside and get some more rest before dawn, content that he knew his place and responsibility in this troubled country. He could not just up and leave, not now. Yet his mind began to dare to dream of it, and he smiled.


  “I don’t know what to say, I ummm…I still think this is plain insane to tell ya the truth, but then I guess I am with the right folk, eh?” Zen chuckled, thankful that he would not have a lonely road to find without his friends, his only friends. He put the box back in his pouch and silently thanked Vundren, God of his people and the mountain from the highest point in Harlaheim.


  “Don’t get in too much of a hurry there dwarf, we still need to know about this scroll before we leave it here forever.” the gray horned warrior walked back into the cave behind Cristoff, also to take a bit more rest. The minotaur had nowhere to go after this quest involving the scroll was finished, which it seemed to him it nearly was. He had seen the last of his gladiatorial slave days in Unlinn, and had left his past far behind him. The only people he knew sat here on Soujan Mountain, and where they went he would certainly have to protect.


  James had hoped that the noble lord had decided to join with, but understood his sense of duty very well. His duty was to assist these brave souls, by order of King Mikhail of Chazzrynn, and he intended to do just that. He thought of the brave Lord Knight Errant, Savanno, and hoped that when they reunited in Saint Erinsburg that perhaps he would join them. He admired these men of Harlaheim, the knights and lords that he had always wanted to be. The knight of Chazzrynn saw the faint glimmer of pink to the west, marking the coming of morning. Full of questions of the scroll and of this mythical place, he could hardly sleep. Still, he stepped from the side of the dragon and went to dream in peace of where they would perhaps be off to tomorrow.


  Shinayne T’Sarrin looked at the dwarf beside her, smiling at his silence. “Thank you, Azenairk Thalanaxe.”


  “For what? You and Ansharr are the ones who managed to get everyone to go along on this road to certain death, I wouldn’t be thanking anyone quite yet. Ye may be dead in a month or so ya know!” Zen stood up, bowed to his friend and slowly stepped past the enormous dragon, bowing to her as well. He felt much better, like he may be able to actually rest for a few hours before he awoke to pray. Like a thousand pound anvil had been lifted from his chest, his secret revealed, Azenairk Thalanaxe went to dream of the journey to come.


  “You still want to leave, lady Shinayne?” the soft voice of the dragon had hints of knowing the answer to the rhetorical question already, but said it just to make her point.


  “Of course not, your wisdom is beyond thanks great Ansharr. I still miss him and love him, though. But as he has his journey, so must I.” the elven swordswoman bowed deep with eyes closed to the great red dragon of the mountain.


  “There is something still missing, something that hinders your meditation. I have a gift for you. I have treasures to share with all of you, but yours is especially sacred and dear to me. Come, I will show you.” Ansharr walked back into her cavern, past the sleeping travelers, and into her treasury with the highborne elf close behind. It had been a millennia since she was given this token of honor from an elf king from the north. One of her prized belongings, yet it did her little use here collecting dust. “Now I must tell you first of how these came to me.”


  Shinayne’s aquamarine eyes opened wide, having never seen this amount of perfection, beauty, or ancient decoration in such a set. “Oh I couldn’t great dragon. I mean, if you absolutely insist.”


  “I absolutely insist.”


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Lavress II:III


  Gimmorian Temple, Selronis Cliffs, Caberra


  The sliver in the cliff widened as Lavress Tilaniun silently crept from stone inlet to ledge to stalagmites for cover. Unlike the previous hidden temple in the cliffs of the Deep South, this cavern was adorned with statues and designs that depicted stoic and artistic things. Giant winged men with wreaths in their hands and around their feet, men twice as tall as the wood elf. They lined the walls on either side of the polished stone floor which was immaculate and held decorations of the white moon. Every word, inlay of hieroglyph, and every statue of a chiseled angelic figure was made of a light smooth stone which held an effervescent glow. As he crept closer, bow in hand, the screeching of the harpies dwindled; Lavress assumed they dared not search for him in here since they seemed to avoid the entrance. Hearing nothing, not even a whisper of what lay ahead besides more strange light, the hunter of the Hedim Anah cautiously moved in.


  Sulfur and burned skin or hair drifted lightly on the still stagnant air, the savage wood elf smelled it faintly. More statues ahead stood in his path, these not organized or lining the walls like the others nor did they seem to be made of the luminescant stone. They were black, shiny, and almost wet or glistening it seemed. Lavress stepped closer, seeing a human man in robes depicted in the carved figure before him. He touched it, the smooth edges ended in sharp jags and sticky bubbles. The smell of sulfur was from this statue, and many others like it ahead; some standing, some toppled over, all in strange positions. He turned to look at the face in the low emerald light that shone from ahead, and saw a look of terror on the man’s face. The being held a set of scrolls as if to offer them to whatever lay beyond. Lavress looked at the other human sized formations, along with several elven ones. They were not statues at all, they had been burned or covered with some sort of hardening liquid or black sulfuric ichor. These men had been turned to volcanic stone, or covered in it; some very recently as had been making some sort of ritual or presentation of gifts. Lavress looked ahead to the shimmering pool of glowing liquid set in the ground ahead. Blade in one hand, book in the other, Lavress saw the motionless obsidian statue he assumed was Eliah Shendrynn.


  One man with a set of books, a woman covering her face in terror with a handful of wands and skulls, and many more, perhaps thirty men and women in robes, all solid shiny black. Lavress walked past them all, up to the statue of Eliah Shendrynn, the highborne rogue elven wizard he had been hunting half a year now across this continent. His eyes looked to be wide in shock, his body cast in obsidian stone yet still warm to the touch, and in his hands was a book, the book Lavress needed to return. Placing his bow on his back and returning the arrow to the quiver, the hunter drew his kukri dagger. He started to cut off a piece of what was once wizardly robes, chiseled it until a piece fell to the ground. Lavress watched, hoping it would return to cloth, but it did not. The hunter looked at Eliah, looked to his arms holding the book, and to his kukri and sharp curved falcata. He thought to chop it out of the statue and let the elven wizards or priests figure a way to turn it back from onyx stone to a book. He cared not for Eliah’s hand in this dead set eternity, only the book.


  A snarl from the other side of the strange glowing pool snatched that idea from him, as he took cover behind the statue of his prey and prize. Lavress slowly drew his falcata with the chasing wolves design in the hilt and tried not to breathe. The deep snarling and heavy footsteps denoted something large, much larger than himself.


  He peered around the frozen black figure of Eliah Shendrynn and saw the creature walking out from around the pool right toward him. Easily twelve feet tall and hunched over at the shoulder, the beast had the face of a wolf yet walked on two legs. Clawed feet and hands gave way to gray and black mottled fur with a hairless and green skinned underbelly bearing inhuman muscles and veins. Its canine face snarled from yellow and black teeth as long as his dagger and just as sharp. Red demonic eyes glowed with a green flame as its oval pupils stared back at Lavress, right through the statue; it knew he was there. Orange saliva drooled from the rows of teeth on its jaws, sizzling into the stone far below and releasing a horrid sulfuric smoke into the air. Hearing the elf breathing, as shallow as it was, its wolflike ears perked toward the statue of Eliah.


  “Uth dremgoori ergoor, feth?” the beast spoke in deep eloquent tones, mixed with a myriad of echoing moist rasps.


  Lavress had never heard the language before, but it sounded less than pleasant to his pointed ears. A nauseating aroma of rot and death caused his tan brow to furrow and his eyes to squint shut as the beast stepped closer, almost to the other side of the statue he was hiding behind. “I wish no worship nor trouble, demon. Simply to take back what was stolen and leave.”


  “Ahhh, the Agarian tongue, spoken by a savage elf, how odd. Most do not bring me the proper offerings or prayers to be allowed to speak to the ancients, or make use of the temple. You bring nothing, worship nothing, and merely want to steal. Die.” the demonic wolf guardian spoke calmly, snidely, and without any imperfections to the language of the men of this continent.


  “And who is it I am to worship here? I do not recognize the statues lining the walls, and there are many. Perhaps you could instruct me, before turning me to blackened stone?” the hunter was stalling, knowing by the aura, the buzzing of small gnats, and the voice, that this creature was a demon summoned and bound to this place. Lavress felt fear, but ignored it knowing that the presence of a creature from hell could instill many feelings against his will. He peered around the statue again, noticing the claws, the teeth, the eyes; he was trying to guess how the foul underworld servant of the old Gods was able to turn these people to stone. He met the gaze of the wolf-beast and felt nothing, saw no rings of magic or symbols on the wicked claws or teeth on quick inspection. Lavress surmised it was either a vested power or spell, or the breath or saliva. The wood elf knew that he had to disrupt the words should it start to chant and not get bitten or breathed upon.


  ”Ahhh, you know not of the old ones? Yjaros the creator of all, Cancuru, Shukuru, Mowg, the demons Daitann, Mulitan, the children and immortals of the green moon, the lords of Gimmor, rulers of hell and the flesh? My masters bid thee welcome, elf, and accept you into an eternity of torment to which I am about to send your mortal soul.” more orange saliva dripped and spat onto the stone floor, burning and smoldering as the demon spoke. It stalked through the statues of those it had condemned, moving when the elf did, like a cat and mouse routine.


  “I think my soul is safe with Seirena, demon. Tell your masters another time.” Lavress dove from behind the statue into a tucked roll between its legs, brushing a hairless tail that moved like a snake. He cut with his kukri dagger as he passed, slicing through the fur-smattered flesh on the demon’s leg. The hunter then sprang to his feet, turned left beside the glowing pool and dove into an alcove that provided cover and shadow. Just as his shoulder turned the quick corner behind stone, a rancid hot blast of foul wet air sizzled into the rock. Dim orange light flickered out as the saliva turned to acrid smoke and sulfuric residue. Lavress knew now, looking at the black shine to the corner he had turned, that it was the hellish breath that gave this creature the power to turn things to black stone.


  The beast stalked forward, stepping by the pool and growling an unearthly tone that seemed to darken the entire cavern. It breathed in deep again, puffing its chest out as it filled with air that was now ready to cover the elf and encapsule him in volcanic rock. It looked around the alcove, orange and black wind streaming from behind sharp fangs, yet nothing was there. It felt the dig of enchanted steel across its back, then again in the thigh. The wolf-demon turned to see the shadow of the elf duck and slide behind another statue of one of its victims. “You are quick, little morsel, even for an elf. I shall enjoy watching you scream in place forever.”


  The wood elf hunter stayed still, waiting to sense where the creature would move to next. He heard steps on the right of the statue of a robed woman he hid behind. Lavress feinted to turn and face the demon, then spun back the other way and sprung high in the air after just three rapid steps. Black claws ripped out at him from an outstretched arm of the massive wolven guardian. The hunter of the Hedim Anah stabbed the kukri through the palm as it came toward him, and slashed down with the shoulder of the curve of his deadly falcata, severing the wrist clean off. Not stopping to see the blood, the wounded demon, or the clawed hand that lay on the stone floor; he landed into another roll and slid quickly behind another statue.


  Howls and hisses blended with the ripping of hot acidic breath cast a deafening cacophony throughout the entire chamber. Lavress held still knowing that one small move from his covered location would get him smothered in the orange hellflames that sprayed from the demon’s mouth. One false motion would result in his body becoming like the obsidian statue he hid behind. Black smoke steamed from the floor and statue, shiny bubbling paste formed from deep orange liquid making it nearly impossible to breath. The hunter waited for the moment inbetween the demon’s steps and inhalation of more air, hearing that split second of a chance to make his move. This time he feigned to roll out low, then pulled back as he heard the sizzling breath unleash. He pretended to dive to the other side, and the demon was waiting there, clawed hand ready. Lavress stepped back to his left again, leaping high in the air, leading with the falcata. He struck down with all his speed and strength at the hunched wolven creature from hell, the curved blade piercing through the top of the canine snout of his foe. The hunter shoved the blade down to the hilt, penetrating both the top and bottom jaws, then kicked his legs up and around onto the creature’s back, still holding the falcata for balance.


  The demon roared and howled, it’s clawed hand over Lavress’ hand, trying to remove the blade that held its jaws together as orange saliva poured from it’s mouth and fangs. The hunter held on tight as the beast twisted and turned, whipping its body with great strength. He plunged his kukri dagger into the demon’s neck once, twice, faster than even he could count. Bright crimson blood with the smell of decay covered the savage elf’s arm and legs as he began slicing his attacks through deeper flesh. The demon thrashed as its severed neck drained wicked blood down the hairless front muscles of its demon form. The hunter did not give up, tossing his dagger into the air, he switched hands on the falcata, then caught the spinning kukri dagger as it descended back down. As the demon smashed him into the wall of the forgotten and forbidden temple, Lavress began driving the dagger through the right side of the neck and shoulders. The wood elf could feel his curved blade scraping vertebrae now, so he pulled the falcata free to sever the head of this beast. As he pulled the blade, the demon gave another shrug of muscle and desperation.


  The hunter found himself sprawled out on the stone floor, blades in hand as this canine guardian from the fires of the netherworld turned to face him; still very much alive and dangerous. It breathed again, attempting to turn the elf into black stone, yet the air and flaming saliva sprayed out down the chest of the demon as his throat and lungs were punctured. Lavress sprang to his feet quickly, lunged upward, and buried both blades into the chest of the wolven demon just as it’s claw raked across his back. It fell backwards, but not down to the ground. Hissing, snarling, splattering blood and vile orange incendiary liquid all over itself, the beast staggered and looked around for the elf.


  The slash from the falcata severed the muscle above the back of the demon’s knee, and it fell to a kneeling position, claw flailing to catch the hunter. Again from the shadows, a deadly chop from the forward curved edge hit true; this time severing the exposed spine above the shoulders. The wolven head of the hellborne creature fell to the stone floor by the shimmering pool, and the massive demon body followed. Lavress watched as black smoke erupted from the corpse of the bestial guardian he had defeated, and the howling sound of a thousand wolves echoed in the cavern as it slowly disintegrated into a pool of gray and black. He felt his wound, three deep cuts through his leather and hides across his shoulder blades that had moistened his clothing with blood.


  Lavress Tilaniun, savage wood elf of the Hedim Anah, walked over to the now smoldering statue of Eliah Shendrynn holding the fourth book of high elven magic. He smelled the sulfur stronger now, and saw the sizzling begin not just on Eliah, but all of the thirty or so figures around him. Slow motions, muffled moans, and bits of sticky bubbling black shiny paste fell and smoldered off of them; the curse releasing as the demonic remains of their captor writhed and decayed in the temple. Lavress thought of killing them as they arose, since every one of them came to find power through the worship of old demons and forbidden dark Gods in a once holy place. His honor would not allow it, no matter how much justice his mind told him was deserved here. He pulled on the book, tearing it from the rejuvenating form of the highborne elven wizard. The arm and hand twisted unnaturally, yet he had the tome.


  Several forms fell to the ground as the onyx paste fell from their bodies and black acrid smoke filled the air in the cavern shrine. Moans and groans echoed with the fading demonic wolf howls from the remaining puddle of melting flesh that was the guardian demon. He tucked the ancient arcane tome into his satchel, sheathed his sword, and drew his longbow. Lavress thought of his friend Bedesh the satyr who had perished. Every time he drew the bow his thoughts saddened as he recalled his brave little horned forest companion that had stood against the Nadderi elf swordsman, Kendari.


  Forced to refocus his attentions forward as he walked out of the sacred shrine used to contact dark Gods, Lavress heard the ear piercing shrieks of many harpies from outside the entrance. Shadows of winged cursed fey women covered the passage out, arrows shot into the temple from nearly two dozen bone bows, and the hunter realized there was no escaping that many. He turned and ran back through the rising victims of the demon, past the smoke that rose from their reawakening, and onto the solid glowing liquid of the ceremonial pool. The airborn witches were swarming toward him, and the rising captives of many centuries surrounded him with no escape, then the harpies screeched on quick wing to kill and feast on all who moved before their witching eyes.


  Lavress felt the liquid soften, moisten, and glow a strange purple, yet his body and mind resisted it on instinct. The noise of the harpies was deafening, and the added screams of newly waking priests, wizards, and sorcerers only added to his distraction. As arrows shot past him, the wood elf held the book tight, closed his eyes, and thought of release and of Seirena. He vacated his thoughts and tried to meditate on flowing through the liquid of the pool that he knew would take him somewhere else. His body sank, slowly, then faster as he allowed it to swallow him down. His body tingled, then sharp pain wracked him as a harpy arrow pierced his chest near the right shoulder, then another into his right thigh, and then he was gone.


  All was dark lights of purple and green, his form seemed to be there, then not at all, then there again as he felt cold once more. Falling to the solidified liquid of the portal, Lavress let go of the tome and pulled the arrows out quickly. His eyes adjusted to the dark, he looked around from where he lay, injured and freezing cold. He knew this place, the stalagmites, the rough edged cavern and faint image of sconces on the sides of the natural walls. He was in Chazzrynn again, in the Deep South beyond Arouland and the Western Waste inside the forgotten Gimmorian Temple that Eliah had escaped him through. He heard the waves crash along the cliffs from the Vateric Ocean. He felt that he was alone, safe, but in the middle of nowhere. The hunter of the Hedim Anah was days from anything resembling civilization, and a week from the nearest Temple of the Whitemoon. He had no idea if or when Eliah might appear through the portal, if he survived the harpies. He started to bind his wounds, and ready himself for a long journey through the late winter of Chazzrynn, fourth stolen book of High Elven Magick in hand.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Exodus II:IX


  Ansharr’s Cavern, Soujan Mountain, Harlaheim


  Gwenneth Lazlette felt the power of the treasury, her senses of arcane energies nearly giving her mind too much to handle. There were at least sixty items of arcane enchantment, twelve of fey infused blessings, and eight that had divine power she could not truly gauge the depth of. Such troves were the stuff of legend and tales of dragonslaying knights of old; yet here the young wizard stood over such a collection this very moment. Her eyes wandered from a redwood staff topped with an emerald, to a long indigo robe with arcane runes and draconic symbols, to a golden tiara fitted with rubies. What they did, she did not know; but she could tell they were powerful.


  “Quite interesting, are they not?” Ansharr’s long neck rose and stretched out close to the young woman that was overlooking her treasury. She had already decided to gift each of them for their bravery and commitment in bringing the scroll here through such adversity. The dragon had each picked out, and had already given the beautiful elven noblewoman hers before dawn.


  “Yes, yes they are. What would you do with so many things that you cannot use, may I ask?” Gwenne wondered how the dragon of such epic proportions could even manage to make use of many of the items she saw.


  “One thing about dragons, young Lazlette, we have an inner craving for collecting. Art, poetry, magic, jewels, it matters little as to what it really is. But to have them, to own them, and to share and take pride in that which is collected is of great importance to many of us; as is giving them away from time to time, depending on the dragon in question of course. Do not worry, for the invauable scroll that we must leave here and discuss, you all will be content with what I have for you in return.” Ansharr grinned at the smile that crossed Gwenne’s face at the mention of perhaps gaining one of these items for herself.


  The young master student of the arcane turned to the dragon, struggling to take her eyes off of the vast stockpile of treasures she desired to know more about. “We are in your debt already, and you honor us with more. How can we repay you, Ansharr?”


  “That scroll is far more valuable, to me anyway, than much of what I have. Besides, as you said young Lazlette, what use do I have for such things? Come, let us gather the others and talk of what it is exactly that you are leaving behind here in Soujan Mountain.” the enormous and ancient red wyrm stepped toward the center of her haven as the sun shone in from the west and set the room aglow.


  “Ansharr, may I return someday and learn from you some of those mysterious lost powers of the arcane that they say only dragons know of?” Gwenneth was not certain the myths of her arcane histories were true, but her curiosity could not be contained any longer.


  “Of course young Lazlette, in fact I will send you with a tome of mine. It is written in my language, which you will have to learn to read and speak, but it has some spells that no human would have ever seen. As long as you promise to keep it secret.” the great old dragon smiled at the young ambitious wizard, knowing full well it would take years for her to understand the draconic tongue and even longer for her to learn the arcane passages. She saw little harm in it, as many high elven wizards knew of these enchantments as well.


  “You have my word, great dragon. Thank you so very much.” her green eyes lit with anticipation at learning of things her mother and the academy could only dream of.


  The dwarf had finished his prayers on the mountaintop plateau, Lady T’Sarrin was walking in beside him while admiring her longblade, and the men were busy cleaning their blades and armor. Saberrak stood near the cavern wall, by a magicked sconce, reading the scroll that lay out before him. His brow looked focused and confused at what he was seeing in the ancient words. Ansharr laid down next to the minotaur with her head held high. Gwenneth walked by James and Cristoff, shaking her head as she looked at the horned warrior trying to read the scroll of Annar.


  “How long has the brute been trying to read that?” Gwenne asked James with her usual air of superiority.


  “Trying? He has been up for hours, sometimes with tears I think, a few moments of anger, and several instances where he was speaking aloud in a language I have never heard. He is reading it, Lady Lazlette. How, I do not know, but I assure you he indeed understands it.” Sir James looked up from his trimmed beard and waves of short hair and stared right at her with complete seriousness.


  “Tis true, Gwenneth. I have watched him as well, he is nearly finished with it.” Lord Cristoff stood from his cleaning and motioned his hand toward Saberrak the gray. “His eyes turned a strange blue an hour ago, then he turned his back to us once he realized we noticed.”


  “Doubtful he can understand it, in fact it is impossible.” Gwenne flicked her dark hair over away from her face, angered that the minotaur would fake such things in front of them. She knew full well that not even Kalzarius could read that scroll without the aid of many arcane spells that could translate the old tongue, and even then it had taken nearly a month to read it through with limited understanding. Saberrak reading it in a few hours was nothing save ridiculous to the prodigal wizard.


  “Good morning my brave travelers, I will have food brought in a moment from my friends below in the mountain. I hope you all slept well.” Ansharr’s voice was low and pleasant as a lovely maiden on a spring day.


  Saberrak turned to the dragon and slowly rolled up the scroll. He was silent, deep in thought, and when he finished carefully returning the parchment around the stone spindle he reluctantly handed it to the outstretched hand of the red dragon. They bowed slightly to each other at the same time, both understanding why the scroll of Annar had to remain here out of the hands of men, forever.


  “This scroll is to remain here, deep under the mountain where it will be protected with other holy relics and artifacts for all time. After all you have been through on its behalf, it is only polite to pass on to you as to why this is.” Ansharr placed the scroll in front of her clawed hands on the stone and lowered her head level with the eyes of the six men and women present. “Saberrak, would you care to tell them?”


  All five of his companions looked at him, the men with patience, the dwarf and the elf with awe that she thought he could explain it, and the wizard with disdain and pessimism for even the thought of it. The horned warrior looked back at them, his arms crossed and body leaning along the stone wall of the cavern. “The scroll was not just a history of the one known as Annar, son of Megos; it was a last testament of his will to the one he chose to give it to. I assume that one, would be me. I do not know how I can read it, but this Carician language, well…it’s like I have known it my whole life, but I do not recall ever learning to read or speak it. In fact, I never saw writing I could understand because I was never taught, but this I can read perfectly.”


  “Prove it then, minotaur.” the daughter of the lady of Lazlette challenged him, hoping a little pressure would show his arrogance and false words to all present.


  “Let him speak Gwenneth.” Shinayne placed her hand on the wizard’s shoulder, sensing she was envious, angry, and impatient.


  Saberrak looked at Gwenneth, knowing she did not believe him, and rightfully so from where he had come from. “The Gods you all worship, it says, are not truly Gods in the true sense of the word; they are descended from them. It says that Yjaros, the creator and God of the green moon Gimmor, created for himself a Goddess, a companion, to sit with him and watch the moons, the sun, and the world revolve around them. This Goddess, Seirena, bore him a child they named Megos who brought forth the magicks of the elements and basked in the reflected rays of the white moon, Carice. Carice, in fact, was created by Yjaros for Megos, his first born son it says here. Something happened, these tens of thousands of years ago, and Megos grew fond of his mother and she bore him several children, unknown to Yjaros that they were not his. Forty four she gave birth to in all it said, the throne angels of the green moon, the first race of the Gods. Seven of them were secretly by her own son. Alden, Annar, Vasentanesa, Siril, Vundren, Haddius, and Solumet.” he paused, knowing that the words came that flowed from recent memory would possibly offend some of his allies here.


  “So you mean to tell me, us, that those we worship are incestuous offspring of mythical figures of history and forgotten pagan worships? I find that hard to believe, and I am sure Shinayne and Azenairk share that feeling with me. Alden is the Lord of Heaven, he is God, no offense dwarf.” James spoke softly, but with a stern truth from his religious upbringing.


  “None taken, human. Vundren knows the truth as it is. Go on Saberrak.” Zen was feeling the same as James on the matter, but just more reserved than the veteran knight.


  “So it says, when the God and creator of all discovered this, he banished the Goddess to the earth forever and took one of her eyes, placed it in his forehead so that he could watch her always, and set out to destroy the bastard children. That was the first exodus, when Megos gathered his children and fled to the white moon.” Saberrak paused, understanding half of what he said, yet it flowed like he had always known it.


  “The only exodus I read of was when the children of Alden, mankind, fled from the Altestan empire and were hunted down for worshipping him. When Alden had his wings tore from him and the feathered cross was-“


  “James, I believe you. But it says there, by account of Annar himself, that it was the third exodus where that happened. The second was when the elves, dwarves, dragons, giants, and men who followed the Goddess secretly fled south across the ocean and discovered this land. The continent welcomed them, and kept them hidden here for thousands of years.” the minotaur relayed what he had read, receiving the occasional nod from the dragon as to continue.


  “So the ancient pagan God of strength and barbarism wrote this scroll? His worship faded when the southern savages were driven off and defeated long ago. I do not see how his words, if this is true at all, could hold sway or merit.” Cristoff voiced in, knowing some of the history referring to wars of the Agarian continent.


  “Pagan? What does that mean?” the gray minotaur had not heard the word until this morning.


  “It means the worship of old Gods, usually religions that had many in a group of sorts. Heathens, barbarians, false worship, and they usually have rites and practices that any civilized man would deem savage or wicked. The pagan religions are just this, history. They are gone since the unified church of Alden drove their hedonistic ways from our lands long ago.” James was quick to answer, not liking the blasphemies that the scroll entailed to begin with and hoping this was over soon.


  “Then it would seem, since this group of throne-angel-children or whatever they are, are all related, is that not pagan?” Saberrak was confused, since he had read beyond a doubt that they all came from the same mother and father and fled together.


  “Those words would have you killed in many kingdoms, Saberrak. That is heresy and blasphemy. Alden gave his wings for man and suffered greatly, he is the one true God. I will listen, as you are my friend, but be careful not to repeat your words outside of here.” the knight looked at his feathered cross, the symbol of God, and prayed silently for the forgiveness of whoever wrote the scroll and for the one reading it.


  “Regardless, the creator sought revenge, and pronounced many of his children lords of hell, death, the night, and many other dark elements of the world. He plagued the creations of his rebellious son and wife, and began to destroy the temples that were raised in their names with the help of another woman that Annar did not mention the name of. That is when is says Alden, was torn by the throne angels of Gimmor, and when Annar gave his immortality to protect him. Annar writes of his imprisonment deep under the ground, and his visions. He says he saw the Carician temples destroyed and replaced by Gimmorian ones while he was chained, and that his worshippers could no longer pray to him and faded. His mother, also of the earth, kept him alive with her essence from afar, which shone through his eyes as a blue light, the only light he had for thousands of years. His curse was slavery, an enslavement that could only be undone, by a slave. So it is written there anyway.”


  “Saberrak, continue.” Ansharr nudged him.


  “The light that is passed is the immortal power, the spirit of the God himself. Supposedly, I now have it in me.”


  Everyone looked at Saberrak, then to James. They had seen the blue light from them both in some fashion, and knew they had both shared the story of a man with blue glowing eyes beneath Arouland. There was silence, uneasy and uncomfortable as the minds of all present sought answers within themselves as to the validity to such claims. Only Cristoff spoke to break the lack of any noise in the cavern.


  “So then, the exodus, or three, are over. So what is the purpose of this scroll?”


  “There are two more. Annar wrote that he empowered this parchment with certain phrases that would pass on his power to one being, to build him a temple and make him known again. That will signify the fourth exodus, where he is allowed back to the white moon, yet not as a God any longer. It also mentions that this will cause a great war with the creator. Then a fifth exodus will occur as the old ways of the Gimmorians are brought down, and their people seek refuge in the holy lands to the south.” the minotaur paced, still trying to fathom what it all meant. He concluded that it was of little importance to him, for now anyway.


  “The holy land is in the north, the first temples of Alden that still stand in Altestan, Khi’ Va to be precise. They are ancient and protected as holy sites, one of which is where he lost his wings and ascended to heaven. It makes no sense, what holy places are there here on Agara?” James was fighting his frustration at all he had studied at the church in Chazzrynn.


  “Annar says that his brother’s wings were torn on this continent, and there is a gorge where proof is buried. Perhaps what you have grown to believe is not true, James. Either way, it says much to the fact that many will not believe what is written, though I have no reason to doubt it. As I am now the carrier of the will of Annar, it is written that I must see certain things done. To prove it, I must have the touch of the Goddess upon my brow and some undeniable truth will appear. Whether it is true or not, and whether you believe it or not, I will do as I was asked in the scroll and rebuild a temple to Annar someday. I feel that I must, though I do not like the fact that something is making me feel against my will. This is probably just nonsense anyway, but for some reason I am repeating it.” the horned gladiator walked toward the entrance to get some sun on his hide. He had shared enough for today, but had left out much detail of the stories in the scroll. Particularly the fact that this task, assigned to only him since he was imbued with the will of Annar, would claim his mortal life. Saberrak thought it best not to share those details at the present time.


  “Well then, until you find a way to construct a temple to a forgotten God of savages, we should talk of traveling west. Azenairk needs our help and-“ James was cut off as Saberrak approached him quickly.


  “He was also the God of giants, men, the ogre, and my kind it said! Why must what you were taught be the only way? Tell me James Andellis, tell me why you are so against anything different? Why would someone of far more belief and wisdom than me, be so set against the chance that this could be true? Is the idea that the devils and demons, saints and angels, Gods and whatever all being from the same creator or family is so disturbing that you have to ridicule me for reciting what I read?!” Saberrak got right in the knight’s face with his own, angry that he defied the only knowledge of religion or history the minotaur had ever heard.


  James reached up his hand to Saberrak’s head and smiled. “Yes, it is offensive, and far from any truth I have ever heard. I think all that reading it has filled your head with too much-“


  The light from the hand of James Andellis glowed as bright as a blue sun, and melded with the same blue light that rose from the eyes of Saberrak. James had reached up to touch the head of his minotaur companion in jest as he spoke, but then it happened. Neither man had tried to cause it to happen, nor was aware of it. The light was blinding to everyone present, even Ansharr had to turn away. Warm and tingling, louder than any sound, but a sound of perfect peace and harmony that could not be described with any words erupted in the cavern. Cristoff dove for cover behind a stalagmite, shielding his eyes with his hands. Shinayne and Zen fell to the ground and covered their heads and ears. Gwenneth crouched low, squinting and holding her staff, trying to mutter an incantation to protect them, but no words came from her mouth. The dragon turned her neck away, attempting to do much the same as the wizard and bring forth arcane energies to shield them, but even her powers failed. Saberrak stared at James, who stared back, the two of them not believing what was happening, nor understanding it. The glow lasted for an eternity, but was over in moments.


  Each of them heard words, many words in booming yet soft tones, each of them save Gwenneth and Saberrak who heard nothing. The light was gone, sound returned from the vacuum of noise that had been there, and everyone looked at one another. It was as if heaven itself had just descended upon them, spoke, and was gone a moment later. It was an undeniable truth.


  “Did everyone hear that?” Shinayne spoke first, looking around the ceiling for where the light or noise had gone.


  “I heard something in dwarven, it was a man’s voice.” Azenairk replied, touching the stone wall to see if it felt different, or if he felt different.


  “I heard words in draconic, they told me little, but I heard them sure enough.” Ansharr looked to Shinayne, James, and Cristoff who were all nodding in agreement of hearing a voice.


  “I heard nothing. You are all under a spell or something of a powerful nature. I will do my best and try to have it removed.” Gwenneth had heard nothing, cared not to, just to see what matter of potent arcane energies had just erupted and how. She focused her arcane sight, and saw the auras from the treasury of Ansharr. She saw glows from the scroll, but nearly gone now, and from various things that her allies carried. Gwenneth Lazlette put all her will and concentration into her power of sight, but there was nothing, not even a trace of what had just happened. She was speechless, for that was impossible.


  “I heard nothing, but I felt what I must do inside, like a silent voice that was beyond sound. My voice.” Saberrak bowed to the ceiling, to something, he knew not what but did so anyway.


  “The voice I heard in Agarian was the voice of God.” James was tearing, his hand shaking, confused to say the least. “But it was a woman? That is not possible, is it? Why did I hear a womans voice?”


  “Mine was in Agarian as well Sir James, but it was definitely a man’s voice, almost childlike.” Lord Cristoff got on his knees and bowed his head.


  “What did yours say to you, what did you hear, Lord Bradswellen?” James felt like breaking down and forgetting this whole thing. He wanted to go to church and confess this occurrence, as he felt that he had sinned by just being here. He felt that this was some form of witchcraft or demonic power, or that he was cursed. He breathed deeply, trying to remain calm as the shadows of the clouds passed over the light of the sun, darkening the cavern once more.


  “He said, Seek and you may find the life, follow and be true to yourself, love without hesitation in all you do, and bring honor to those of the moon and earth. I have never felt anything like that, but a divine sign cannot be ignored. Alden be praised.” Cristoff looked around at the others. “What did you hear, good priest of the dwarves?”


  “The same, exactly the same words down to the last syllable. Elf?” Zen was amazed, but had far more acceptance for such things than most, being raised a priest for the majority of his life.


  The highborne noblewoman turned toward Azenairk, “The same. It was a soft mans voice, speaking in elven, comforting and smooth like a song in a temple.”


  “I could not have said it more perfect. I know not for certain who it was, but it was speaking to me directly and in my native tongue. James?” Ansharr looked to the troubled knight of Chazzrynn, for he seemed confused to say the least.


  James looked at them all, having heard something entirely different, not just in the soft voice of a woman, but in message as well. “She told me, abandon what you know, believe in what you do not understand, feel with my blessing upon thee, I await your spirit to unite with mine. It was not Alden, it was not what you heard, and I do not care to talk of this any further. She told me that pain and suffering--” James walked outside, hoping the cold breeze would bring some clarity to his foggy mind.


  “I will have my servants from within the mountain bring you food, let us rest.” Ansharr walked over to the passage to the stairs beyond her treasury, scroll in hand. She stopped, the blue light rising and fading as if to say good bye. The dragon unrolled it, looked down and gasped. In every place that Annar was mentioned, every psalm and page, a name was written that had not been there before. Saberrak.


  She whispered something in her tongue, and handed the scroll to a man with an outstretched hand, hidden from the rest save for his shadow on the wall from flickering torchlight. The shadow of the man bowed to the dragon, and she bowed her head in return. He kept hidden at the top of the steps.


  “There is one among them that should be one of us, great dragon. We have heard the name whispered since they arrived. The stones, the wind, they all speak of it.” the man whispered to Ansharr.


  “Should I tell him to meet with you then, Larens?” she asked in a presumptuous whisper.


  “No. You know that we must be sought out after the calling and much pain, as unfortunate as that may be. When he comes to us and in what matter is up to her, not us. I will have food set here on the steps, some for now and for their journey.” the man called Larens bowed again, and walked down the stairs with the holy artifact, the scroll of Annar, in hand. “Annar is coming, we have heard him and so has She.”


  “I pray He comes soon, and that She perhaps keep her eye on all of them, not just him.” Ansharr went to her treasury, admiring the things she planned to give away, and maybe never see again. Thoughts of divine intervention went through her wisened mind. Never in her two thousand years had she felt or seen anything like what had just occurred. She thought it best to stay calm and keep that fact to herself. Ansharr worried now, much more so, for these brave souls than she had already.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Exodus II:X


  Road to Saint Erinsburg, Harlaheim


  Four soldiers protected the former lord of knights and the rescued king and queen; they were silent and nervous, not knowing what to make of what had transpired. The morning sun beamed in large rays over and through the misty pine forests and farmlands near Saint Erinsburg. The uneasy quiet was not just the men from Cristoff’s army, but Savanno, Richmond, and Rosana as well. There was a tension that would take a mighty axe cut to break, none of the three felt all too comfortable in the current situation. Savanno had held himself back from kissing the queen, and Rosana restrained herself as well. Richmond seemed scared and nervous, perhaps due to them and the fact that he was out of power in his own kingdom.


  “We near Saint Erinsburg, I need one soldier to ride ahead and send word that we are here, and another to fall back and see if we are being trailed.” Savanno motioned his hand to the front and rear of the foggy road they traveled, and two of his four remaining soldiers did as they were told. “Almost there my love, then we leave for Shanador, the house of Azarris, together.”


  “Savanno, I must tell you something.” Rosana turned her tan angelic face toward him, her long dark hair wisping across her face and eyes. She smiled and reached out her hand to his as the horses kept at a walking pace next to one another. “I am with child, three months or more.”


  “I know my queen, I know.” his hand reached hers and he returned the smile, his shaved head and face still splattered with small spots of blood from the fight a half day behind them. Savanno turned to see Richmond stop his horse and bow his head. Despite his love for Rosana, the fact they were free now and safe, the former knight felt shame at showing his love in front of the king. There was still the sense of fear and guilt that much of what had happened was his fault for not taking his wife from Caberra years ago and avoiding all of this. He let Rosana’s hand go, and turned his horse around to meet with the troubled king who had stopped on the road. “Protect the queen and carry on men, I will be back.”


  Rosana smiled still, having no lost love or care for Richmond, king of Harlaheim or not. Somehow she had known that Savanno knew she was with child, just an intuition that he had been waiting for her to tell him out of respect and great patience. The fogs lowered and drifted off into nothingness slowly as the sun warmed the ground, and for the former queen of Harlaheim, the daughter of the king of Caberra, and the wife of a former lord of holy knights, Rosana felt the world stop with the joy of her beating heart.


  It was shortly sped up once more, as the screams of the soldiers and thuds of crossbow bolts into them broke the brief perfect peace and serenity she had been gifted. The two Harlian soldiers in front of her fell with their steeds, a dozen projectiles through their armor and horses alike. Galloping back toward her on the road was the man sent ahead to the city, his sword raised as he charged in to save the queen. Before he reached her his chest was showered with arrows as well, and he fell off the side of his brown mare that continued on, dragging the dead soldier as his foot caught in the stirrup. From the forests and fog came the forms of twenty footmen from ahead, and both sides. Rosana turned her stallion around to flee back to Savanno, and then she saw him. On the ground beside his horse, sword in hand, riddled with arrows; her husband struggled to get to his feet.


  Dismounting quickly, not concerned with the soldiers or the king, Rosana knelt over her beloved lord. Tears choked out any chance for words from the queen, and blood prevented any from escaping Savanno’s lips to the ears of his wife. Her hand lay across his cheek and her face rested on his chest, she sobbed as his body twitched and spasmed in the last moments as life left him. The unspoken words were interrupted again by the thundering of hooves and armored men from all around. Savanno smiled as his eyes met those of Richmond and Florin standing over them. He tried to raise his rapier to at least point at his enemies before death, but the tip of the Seneschal’s rapier dove into his heart before he could manage.


  Savanno Lisario’s body went still, yet Rosana clung to him like it was her only chance at life. She feared to look up, to think of anything but him. Overtaken by sorrow and grief, the queen was taken from her dead husband by soldiers and bound. Florin’s hidden ambush came streaming from the forest and surrounded the former queen. She was numb, eyes closed and sobbing uncontrollably as they cut her long hair to but a few inches. Her cloak and dress were taken off of her in the cold, leaving her in her undergown for a moment. Other clothing and armor was placed upon her by the soldiers, who were silent. She had no idea what was going on, only that she was being disgraced somehow in front of many, but the only person she loved or cared for was ten feet before her, dead.


  An hour passed, maybe more, and her eyes could not produce any more moisture nor could her chest heave any more sobs. Breathing was difficult and her head pounded with pain. Rosana felt she had been lifted onto a horse, and strapped tightly to it in several places. Her eyes saw the black tabard of the Seneschal upon her own body, along with the armor and boots. She felt her short hair in the wind, and began to understand. Despite the horror of what Richmond and Florin were attempting, her gaze fell once more to Savanno. She had hoped he would get up, try something, return to life and save her. She knew better in her head, but only her broken heart had control now.


  The seamstresses and chambermaids backed up a few steps and bowed to the king, signaling to him that they had finished. “Let me see, my queen.”


  Florin turned to him, dressed as the escaped fugitive queen had been, the hair of Rosana tied in well from the ladies that had served her, giving her the image and façade of the queen herself. The bits of shade and accents of feminine vanity placed well upon her face, so well that the beautiful Florin looked just like Rosana from as close as ten feet. The crown fit perfectly, the jewelry helped for finishing touches, and the impersonation would fool most anyone. Florin, the false queen of Harlaheim, bowed to Richmond the Second who reached his hand out to one of the royal guards and took his crown that they had brought. He placed it on his head, and bowed to his new queen in return.


  “I thank thee for my daring rescue, great king. However, this Florin woman that tried to take the throne from us would not have surrendered so easily I think. I feel that a few cuts and bruises would add to her vicious reputation, don’t you? She did in fact start several deadly riots last night, and nearly killed a bishop. I believe that she and Savanno there have been at the root of a political mutiny, and shall be punished as such.” Florin smiled wickedly at Rosana, who looked much like her with the short hair and formal uniform.


  “Indeed my queen. Men, the prisoner and traitor to the throne, Seneschal Florin, requires a lesson in manners. Rough her up a bit before we parade her through the city. And send word ahead that the bishop Javiel is to be arrested for his treasons. The former lord, Savanno, has been killed. His treachery at kidnapping the ruling nobility will stain his name forever.” Richmond ordered the cosmetic beating that would ensure that the ruse would be believed, for no one would see Rosana behind her garb, her short hair, and the bruises and blood that was to follow. After a few screams and moments of inhumane brutality, Rosana was placed back on the horse.


  Her left eye swelling rapidly, nostrils bleeding, and her cheek cut; the Caberran woman felt numb of heart and broken of spirit. She prayed to Alden for mercy, quietly in whispers through her swollen jaw and bloody split lip. “Why are you doing this, why could you not just let us go?!”


  “Because, prisoner, the people despise me and love you. The knights I inherited along with the bishop, the mighty wizard in his tower, and the adulteress queen I was forced to marry, have all been nothing but obstacles. The kingdom views me as a young villainous king, which I am. But with the bishop about to be viewed as a conspirator to the throne, the knights slain and replaced, and the mastermind symbol of treason executed for it, the people will have a new villain to blame for it all. You, Florin, are the lynchpin and true wickedness that has led our people astray and corrupted the throne. Before the Cardinal returns with the Crossguard Legion from Shanador, the populace will have been cheering in the courtyard up at Rosana and Richmond, as the two young rulers faced such adversity to bring peace and justice to the kingdom.” Richmond smiled at Florin, who cackled out a small laugh herself.


  “You are insidiously evil, God will punish you more than any words I can speak in your presence. You are sick Richmond, you are the devil himself and I curse you to the same ends that you have caused so many others.” Rosana spit in his face, then in Florin’s. She received a strong backhand from the woman impersonating her, but at this point she felt very little in her face to begin with. “You will never get away with this, someone will talk, someone will find out.”


  The king’s horse, tied to Rosana’s, started forward and Florin followed. Heading back south to the capital, the men remained in position. “You men have your orders to check all who travel this road, you will be relieved tomorrow at noon.” Richmond received the bows from the soldiers and chambermaids he expected, knowing full well that they would not live another hour. “Your army is ready?”


  “I have three hundred approaching now, when they see us round the turn ahead one mile they will move in and kill them all. No witnesses my king, not one. Well, besides your unfaithful wife with another man’s child in her belly, but she faces the guillotine tomorrow in grand fashion after Javiel. I am curious how loud the crowd will cheer for Florin’s beheading. The riots, the taking of the throne, the war on Kalzarius, you have indeed made me into quite a monster.” Florin laughed at the thought of Rosana being beheaded as her, and that Richmond and she had planned it. Johnas will be most envious, she thought.


  “You are a monster my queen, but no more than I. Let us ride ahead and meet the army that will carry us into the city. How many did you pull from the siege?” Richmond quickened their pace.


  “I have two thousand ready outside the city, leaving the siege with just one thousand under Sir Sebastian. If any loyal to Bishop Javiel make a stand, the Order of Saint Tarumin would only be able to gather perhaps a few hundred. I am certain his faithful will surrender, and then he gets the guillotine; quick death versus torture for his conspiracies. Also, my king, I have sent three hundred men to Saint Erinsburg to bring Lord Cristoff to us on counts of treason and conspiracy. I have confirmed that some of those men were definitely his that assisted Savanno. All will be in order soon.” Florin looked back at Rosana, checking to make sure she was still there on the horse, and still bleeding a bit.


  The three steeds passed a hidden soldier on the turn in the road south to Harlaheim, and many men went into motion to kill the small band of supposed traitors. Richmond sacrificed his ambush party for the sake of silence. The nobles continued on to the city to return victorious and gloriously united with the royal army behind them.


  The soldier lay still in the brush, his horse tethered half a mile from the road. He had seen something in the fog when Savanno sent him to protect the rear, and had hidden to avoid notice. The soldier had seen it all happen so quickly, but remained hidden knowing he could do nothing against thirty or more men. His heart burned from seeing what they did to the queen and Savanno. He had heard that she was to be executed as Florin, and that Cristoff would have a trap waiting for him when he arrived back from the mountains. The soldier went to his horse, trying to think of how to get to Cristoff before he arrived in Saint Erinsburg. Though young and merely a guard at Castle Bradswellen, Norrice Fevrand was not about to let his lord or the queen be killed. The brave soldier moved as the sounds of murderous battle ensued up the road from his position, and untethered his horse. Norrice rode hard to the north and east, in hopes of reaching Lord Cristoff and those he traveled with before anyone else did. Someone had to know what had happened, someone had to stop the execution, someone had to save the kingdom of Harlaheim. Norrice rode to the only man he knew that had never lost a battle.
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  The stewed lamb and flame roasted root vegetables were delicious along with the breads and fresh fruits that were brought to them. None of them saw who had left the food, and the dragon refused to reveal it. Rested, fed, much food packed and waterskins full of fresh water, the six companions knew that lingering here more would only delay the start of the journey they had promised Azenairk to begin. They also had to meet Savanno Lisario in Saint Erinsburg, which James was eagerly awaiting.


  “So great dragon, how is it that we find the mines in the Kaki Mountains?” Zen asked as he finished donning his plate armor and tightening the straps.


  “From what I know, the route through the west will be most dangerous if taken directly. Since you are all so very hunted, stay off the main roads. Travel west, but stay clear of the rotten city of Devonmir. Be careful through the free cities of Willborne, strange folk I have heard of there, but they should not bother you. From there I would head across southern Shanador, but again stay hidden and head into the Misathi Mountains. There is a pass through there that is most dangerous to travelers less skilled than you in battle, Deadman’s Pass. Go through the valleys of the Misathi but be cautious, even warriors such as yourselves should be concerned. Going through that valley will keep you from ogre entanglements of Bloodskull, which are far worse than dealing with a few giants.” Ansharr looked over to James Andellis who seemed a bit perplexed.


  “So you would rather us go through a deadly pass with giants than deal with a few ogre? I do not follow your reasoning, ancient one.” James looked to the others, then to the dragon again.


  “It is not a few ogre, good knight. The city of Bloodskull borders Shanador, a city of tens of thousands of ogre, a small kingdom in fact. You do not want to draw their attention, I assure you.” Ansharr paused, watching James go blank in the face at the mention of an entire city of his most hated creature on the continent. “You will have a rest in the dwarven city of Marlennak, then carry on to the end of the Misathi Mountains and turn north. When you reach Evermont, the western fortress city of Shanador, you will turn west and seek the Kaki Mountains. Somewhere in those mountains are the mines of Kakisteele and the city of Mooncrest, but I could not tell you where.”


  “How long a journey is this, exactly?” Gwenneth looked to the dragon’s wings, then to her feet, and then back to her.


  “If I were on foot, I would think more than a few months, perhaps three or so if you travel hard and do not get delayed.” Ansharr walked over to her treasury and lay in front of it.


  “I wish I could go with you to seek this famed and majestic place, truly, I am envious. I will have the best horses, equipment, and supplies for you.” Cristoff smiled, then looked at the minotaur. “I do not have anything big enough for you to ride, my horned friend, I do apologize.”


  “Not needed Cristoff, I am far too comfortable on foot, and my experience with a brahma in Chazzrynn was not pleasant.” Saberrak huffed in return.


  “For you or the poor brahma?” Shinayne took advantage of the chance to raise some laughter in the room at the minotaur’s expense.


  “For the little smelly pointy eared elves we trampled on our short trip, Shinayne.” Saberrak fought back, snarling and smiling, receiving some oohs in low tones from the others.


  “I am not smelly, unless you think fey aromas and flowers dipped in honey are foul smelling.” the golden tan noble elf retorted quickly.


  “Is that what you smell like, elf?”


  “As a matter of fact, yes hairy horned one, that is my scent.” she turned her back to him, drawing out her new matching longblade and shortblade given to her by Ansharr. She did a slight twirl, then bowed, and stood once again to face the minotaur, triumphant.


  “Then yes, I think you are foul smelling indeed.” Saberrak smiled, unable to not at least grin a bit as everyone else began to laugh. He walked by the blushing elven swordswoman, who was pointing her blades at him playfully, and he pat her on the shoulder.


  “Azenairk Thalanaxe, do me a favor and walk into my treasury. Over to the left there beside the statue of the dragon there is a helm that will fit you nicely I believe.” the ancient red wyrm directed the dwarven priest through the stockpiles, statues, art and troves she had spent centuries collecting.


  Zen stepped carefully past more gold and platinum than he had ever seen, glistening and reflecting the magical light from the torches on the walls of what looked to be the open air vault of five dwarven kings. He looked down at a shelf containing an open faced steel helmet with winged dragons etched on the brow and winged talon like sideguards along it designed with scales and a small ridge atop. As he picked it up, it seemed to weigh little more than an apple, yet he could feel the strength of the steel and see the fine craftsmanship. He placed it on his head, and it did indeed fit perfectly.


  “It is enchanted with divine powers of a long dead priest of Alden named Tarum. He is now revered as Saint Tarumin, and has many temples, churches, and even a city named after him as well as an order of knights or two. It was a gift to me over four centuries ago from Tarum himself. It should keep your spirit well protected from darkness and evil as well as protecting your head.”


  “I cannot accept such a gift, such a relic, even if it be of human descent of another faith.” Zen bowed and went to place the invaluable helmet back.


  “I was not asking you to take it, good priest of Vundren, I was insisting on giving it to you. I am allowed that in my mountain.” Ansharr smiled, her soft voice almost overpowering. She watched the dwarf place it back on his head, bow once more, and walk out of the treasury cavern.


  “James Andellis, would you please go to the center by the stone pillar and take the round shield that lay beside it. It has arcane protections that will keep you ever falling gently, and it is strong enough to repel any attack.”


  James picked up the round steel shield, shining on the outside rim but cracked and old appearing on the outside. He bowed to the dragon, admiring the near weightless shield, and walked out and up the stairs to the top of the treasury. He felt Saberrak’s arm stop him, and he turned to look at his horned friend, who pushed him off the edge of the twenty foot drop back into the treasury. Everyone lunged forward for a moment, then saw the knight of Chazzrynn floating slowly to the bottom, gentle and in control of where he was landing. They all looked at Saberrak disapprovingly.


  “Had to make sure it worked, right?” he smiled and snorted, leaning on the wall with his arms crossed contently.


  “Saberrak, since you are so eager for attention this day, go to the left wall and take the bracelet made of platinum and pearl from the small wooden chest there.” Ansharr pointed her clawed finger toward the area she had mentioned.


  After meeting James on the steps and exchanging smiling glances of friendship, and James thudding his shoulder into the minotaur a bit which did little, Saberrak picked up the bracelet and put it on his wrist. He watched it shrink to fit tight, and looked up to the dragon. “Now what?”


  “And to your right, on the floor there, is a belt with the buckle that resembles a fist. The bracelet is a small token really, but it will let you read several languages as if you knew them by heart. Agarian, dwarven, elven, and the trade language of the southern tribes. The belt will gift you with a tireless strength that can endure days without rest. Both were given to me from a dying merchant that found his way to the mountain many years ago.” she received a slight bow from the horned warrior, and she gave one back, but she did not expect words of gratitude from Saberrak. She knew that this scroll, the divine voices and omens, and just being on the surface world had him overflowing with distraction. She knew his mind had not left the scroll, he was wondering where it was as if it called to him.


  “Gwenneth Lazlette, hold out your hands.” Ansharr concentrated on the arcane verse, but did not need to speak it loudly. She pointed to the old redwood staff topped with an emerald, its runes glowed a faint red continually, and a green leatherbound tome followed, gently floating through the air to Gwenne’s hands, guided by arcane energies controlled by the dragon. “I give you the staff of Imoch the Eternal. He was the ruler of Kivanis, long before it was known as Kivanis, when mighty wizards and archmages held respect and power there. There is much to learn in that staff, the ancient glyphs and runes will guide you. And, as promised, this tome will teach you my language, mostly in regards to the arcane study. Once finished, there are three basic rites you will understand, and the book will vanish and return here.” Ansharr looked down at the dark haired student of magic.


  “I am most honored, great dragon of the mountain. Thank you.” Gwenne curtsied and stepped back to examine what she had been given. She had earned every little scrap of enchantment her mother had given her, and created more herself than ever she was gifted with from others. She was in awe of the power she felt from the staff, and amazed that she should receive such a gift for what she considered so small a task.


  “Lord Cristoff Bradswellen the Third, if you would please.” Ansharr gestured to the human lord, who shook his head in return.


  “I cannot, wise dragon. I merely helped these brave-“


  “And for your valuable assistance that surely saved their lives at the hands of a salisan army, and the help you will be giving them for as far as you travel with them, I will reward you. I insist.” she pointed again to the back wall, to a breastplate of fine steel with gold etchings of roses, swords, and vines all delicately intermingled. The shoulderplates, armguards, and greaves were all decorated similar, and upon touching the suit of ancient armor, it hummed and glowed a faint white light.


  “What is this?” Cristoff looked fearful of what it may do, that perhaps it was warning him of something.


  “That is the armor of the first king of Harlaheim, an Agarian man by the name of-“


  “Herrimus, from which L’Herrim castle was built and started the line of the strongest ruling family for the kingdom, and many of the centuries it has existed here on Agara. I know the story well, and it was said his armor could deflect nearly any blade and made his voice difficult to resist.” Cristoff lifted the breastplate, feeling the steel lighter than it should be due to the enchantments placed upon it.


  “All true, but the powers do not manipulate others, they merely make your voice heard to all around you, louder perhaps. He was buried below long ago, and I was given his armor to bestow on one I see fit. I believe you should wear it, Lord Cristoff.” Ansharr bowed to the stunned Lord of Saint Erinsburg, who paused a moment, unblinking, and returned the bow graciously.


  “A mighty gift that I hope to be truly worthy of someday, wise Ansharr.”


  “I am certain you already are.” the red dragon looked to Shinayne, and smiled fondly as the elven noblewoman bowed deeply to her. “You have had time to feel out your gifts already this morning, Lady T’Sarrin, but I should tell you their importance. The matching set of curved elven blades, tradition passed down through the nobility as you know, came from the Prince of Aloeste. The last highborne noble to leave the northern continent, the last high elven city to be abandoned as the rule of the Altestan Empires became too great, Prince Lliannis founded Sar Aloeste on the northern coast of Agara, and gifted the dragons that resided there with his fathers blades to form a pact of honor and friendship. The stones in the pommels of those elven blades are said to be blessed by Siril and taken by the God of the elves from the white moon itself. Carice and Elicras he called them, blades of the white moon, and they are powerfully enchanted by the fey and far older than me. Your meditations should hear their song and your enemies will feel their sharp edges more than any other sword.”


  “Blessings upon you and your kind, great dragon, and please accept my deepest gratitude. I have heard their song already and it is beautiful beyond compare.” Shinayne bowed once more, her hands resting gently on the blue stained and faded leather wraps of her swords, fingers caressing the smooth white stones in the pommels, and her previous remaining longblade was strapped behind her shoulder. The elven swordswoman had never felt such balance as she had this morning in the face of the western sunrise. Even though Lavress was more distant than ever from her, the kata dance with the ancient matched blades felt perfect and brought her to a place of peace and serenity.


  “I am aware you have lost your mounts in the fight with the lizardmen, so please allow me to take you to the bottom of Soujan Mountain and save you a day of hard travel. I can only carry three of you safely, so we will be making two trips. Who will I be flying down first?” Ansharr walked out the entrance as she spoke and stretched her wings out wide. She turned her long neck back around to the brave companions behind her and smiled as she saw their shocked looks of awe and child-like anticipation at the thought of riding on the back of a flying dragon. When she received visitors, which was very seldom, Ansharr often observed the same look when the offer was made. It brought a sparkle of joy through her heart and a gleam to her majestic eyes to be so admired in her old age.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Gwenneth II:I


  Soujan Mountain, Harlaheim


  The wind was whipping her dark hair all over, then it would stop as Ansharr raised her wings. That moment of stillness where the air seemed to wait inbetween the updraft and the downbeat of dark red dragon wings put the wizard of Vallakazz at calm and ease. She heard Lord Cristoff spitting her hair out from his lips every opportunity he could and also heard Saberrak groaning and growling when the descent would drop quickly or turn sharp. Gwenneth stared out over the pines and hills that stretched out from the mountains, taking in the view that none but the creatures of the sky could ever see. Birds circled below her instead of above, she looked down upon valleys and roads from the scaly back of the old dragon, and felt a bit of inspiration and wonderment for the first time in many, many years.


  The dark robed prodigal daughter of the arcane gripped the redwood staff of Imoch tightly, feeling the power it contained gently flowing in tune with her pulse. She tried to read the top set of draconic runes near the embedded emerald, but they merely glowed a deep red as she stared at them. The language was not one that she could simply try and guess at, the deciphering would take some time. Gwenne looked up and down the staff, noting five circular sets of engravings that she knew meant five different arcane powers that were imbued into the ancient and mighty gift. Her staff had two, which was the most any master student ever could achieve with years of study in enchanting such items. Middir, her mother Aelaine, and Kalzarius had three powerful sets of glyphs engraved on theirs, but she had never seen any wizard with four, let alone five. Gwenne surmised that Imoch must have been a very potent and wise master of the arts indeed.


  Her hand kept tight on the leathery ridge that protruded from the spine of scales on Ansharr’s back. Her, the armored lord, and the gray minotaur were set between the wings of the enormous dragon and felt safe there as the fluid and rhythmic strokes kept them on a gentle glide through the Harlaheim sky. She would have to yell to speak to Ansharr, as her neck was at least fifty feet ahead, turning from left to right, surveying their flight and the area around them. Gwenneth felt the tap of a gloved hand on her shoulder as the air whooshed once more around her from the mighty beating of hundred foot long wings. She turned her neck halfway to at least hear what Cristoff wanted, as she did not feel all too comfortable turning completely around her first time on the back of a dragon and still a thousand feet in the air.


  “My lady of Lazlette, may I inquire-“


  “Call me Gwenne please, Lord Cristoff of Saint Erinsburg.” she said it sharply to the esteemed veteran soldier. She hated the formality that carried with her name, since it had nothing to do with her powers at all, it was simply a reminder of who her mother was.


  “Very well, Gwenne, why is it you disagree with the divine omens and heavenly gifts that Saberrak has been gifted? Did you not attend church or temple in Vallakazz?” his words were genuine, but he held back from asking what she thought of being the only one that heard nothing in the cavern, for Cristoff believed she was lying and had truly heard something but kept it to herself.


  “I did when I was young, and most everything I have seen of religion can be explained by simple methods of very minor incantations that allow one to produce a desired affect. I have argued the powers of faith versus the study of arcane arts with several priests, only to find what they had was terribly weak compared to what I could perform. Divinity is weak, false, and requires far too much blind belief for me.” Gwenneth avoided the questions pertaining to Saberrak, hoping her thoughts on religion were enough to keep him satisfied.


  “So do you feel the same about Azenairk then, and the voice in the light we all heard?”


  “Zen is different, he does not preach to us nor try to explain every little thing in the world as being the result of a God that he has specific relations with. He is humble, reserved, and has a gift that is not like any temple clergyman I have met in person. I have seen his little miracles or divine magicks, they are true and real, unlike many of the priests who claim to have done things before but cannot explain how or why. Zen is blessed, and I will leave it at that.” Gwenne turned her head back to the front, seeing the ground getting closer.


  Cristoff spoke louder as the wind picked up. “And the minotaur?”


  “Cursed. Whatever was in that scroll is gone, and it went into him. It cannot be traced, but we all know it is there and has had an effect on him. If it were good and divine, why would it be hidden? It is hidden from my powers and skills, likely for a reason, and there is something there that is telling him to do things he would not normally do. You can keep your blind faith in it all if you like, my lord, but I know deception when I see it. I say it is a curse in the guise of a blessing, and it will come to remind us of that someday.” Gwenne tightened her hand around a large red scale as the dragon glided across the open ground beside a barren hill at the bottom of the mountain. Her wings went up, and the motion slowed into a hovering and then they landed.


  Saberrak, Cristoff, and Gwenneth slid down the side of Ansharr as she crouched low on all fours to ensure they would not have far to drop. “I will return in a short while with the others.” the dragon beat her wings hard and lifted off of the ground slowly, safely away from her recent passengers. She rose in the air, short dives into glides, then one after another, she flew off and up toward the top of the mountain.


  “Sometimes, young wizard, blind faith in things majestic and unexplainable is all we have to go on.” Cristoff watched the dragon fade from view into the afternoon sky, still feeling the sensation of flying in his body as he stood firm on the ground.


  “And sometimes the truth need be found by those educated and skilled. The majestic and mythical wonders all came from somewhere, and nothing is unexplainable, my lord. I would think the poor blind man would give anything to have the understanding, power, and reason of a wizard of the arcane. Knowledge is power, my lord, plain and simple. Blind faith is for those that do not have the ability to find the truth and need to put some meaning to their measly lives.” Gwenne walked over to sit by a stump of a dead tree by the road. She pulled out the tome of the draconic language that Ansharr had given her, and began to read. The tongue was old Agarian, but she understood it well enough to absorb the written words. Gwenne knew that to uncover the powers that lay in the staff of Imoch, and to enhance her skills beyond her mother’s or those of Kalzarius, she would have to fully grasp all that was in this book and more; especially if, and when, she reached the fabled librabry of Carados in the lost city of Mooncrest.


  Gwenneth saw Cristoff give up his battle of questions, resigned and reserved with a sigh. She smiled, knowing that her knowledge of things would always win over those of forced faith and hopeful divine explanation. Her professors, her mother, and most every student at the academy in Vallakazz had been secretly in awe of her ability to retain what she learned. Gwenne enjoyed philosophical debate, especially with those far less educated than her that held positions of elevated power. Nothing pleased her more than to put another noble in their place in regards to religious and spiritual beliefs, for Gwenneth Lazlette had none of her own, save that what she had was vastly more potent and tangible.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  James II:I


  Soujan Mountain, Harlaheim


  His mind could barely concentrate on anything besides the woman’s voice, a voice only he had heard most unexpectedly. Despite being on the back of a gigantic ancient red dragon with Shinayne and Azenairk; James was focused on the confusion of that moment earlier in the morning. The veteran knight of the kingdom of Chazzrynn had seen signs before. His gift of healing with a touch of his hand had been there since he was a child; the faint blue glow that he had thought required prayer to Alden was something few knew of. The feeling of wholeness in the churches of his youth, the wolf on the battlefield that superstitiously warned him of danger, and the man with the glowing eyes under the ruins of Arouland all felt connected and spiritual to him. Now, they all confused him. He had thought himself blessed by Alden, pious and exceptional, and that his purpose fell in line with the tenants of Aldane religion and disciplines. Now, the scroll and the man were undoubtedly Annar, the brother of Alden who had been lost from the world of men for thousands of years. And when a divine omen between he and the recipient of some powers of the scroll made contact, it was not the voice of the Lord of Heaven he heard, in fact far from it.


  All James Andellis could think of was her haunting voice, soothing and soft, yet undeniably powerful and all knowing. The dragon turned to dive through some passing clouds above the valley, yet the human knight could feel nothing of the breeze, only the numbness of his fleeting faith. His whole life had been devoted to Southwind Keep, the kingdom of Chazzrynn, and Alden. He knew nothing else, until these past few weeks in Harlaheim with a wizard, and elf, a dwarven priest of a foreign deity, and a savage minotaur. Although they were his closest companions now for certain, Sir James had forcefully had his eyes opened to a much larger world of belief. He stared at the red feathered cross on his white tabard and wondered what the meaning of it all truly was.


  Ansharr landed on the open ground near Saberrak, Cristoff, and Gwenneth. In the fog of his disturbed thoughts, James had not realized that Shinayne and Zen had slid down the side of the dragon. He sat alone on her back, the others staring up at him in silence as he stared down and the large dark red scales.


  “Sir James, what troubles thee so heavily?” the soft voice of the dragon whispered into his ear as she turned her neck and head close to him so the others would not hear.


  “I have nothing, great Ansharr. I felt a woman’s voice, her sadness, her commands to me this morning. It was the Goddess Seirena, though I know not her reasons. I am so confused and lost at what it is I am to do.” James hung his head, ran his fingers through his brown hair in frustration, then looked at the enormous round eyes of red and silver that were so close to him.


  “She is Seirena, the Goddess of the earth, of life, the great mother of the children of the moons. I am sure you will understand in time, do not force it. When you know, you know. I have a strong feeling you and I will meet again James Andellis.” she whispered with a smile.


  “Why would the old pagan Goddess of the earth speak to me? I have never spoke her name, paid her homage, nor seen or heard of anything to do with her. All my life I have fought for-“


  “Things change, brave knight, they do. You are meant to understand when the Gods will it, not when you demand. Remember this, no God or Goddess would abandon you when you needed them most. If you feel it to be more overwhelming than you can fathom in the weeks and months to come, return here. I will explain it to you. But, for now, our paths must go their separate ways, and you need to join your friends. They will need you on this journey, to whatever end.” Ansharr lowered her folded wing and allowed James to slide off easily to the ground.


  James stood on the ridged back of the titanic winged wyrm and stepped off, the worn steel shield strapped to his left arm. He floated slowly to the ground, the magical enchantments of the round defensive piece or armor preventing his fall. James knelt when he touched the hard dirt road and bowed his head to Ansharr. “I will see you again then, great dragon of the mountain. May Alden bless thee for you assistance and wisdom.”


  “And may you be blessed by all whom watch over you, James Andellis. Farewell.” Ansharr bowed in return to the knight. She hoped that she had helped give him a bit of peace and direction, for even she was confused why such a spiritually injured soldier of Alden would be troubled with omens from the Goddess. Ansharr learned long ago, however, not to question the will of the Mother. Her ways were mysterious and deep, never without purpose.


  “And what will you do now, Ansharr?” Lady T’Sarrin asked. Her awe remained as she felt her heart not wanting to say good bye to the ancient dragon.


  “I think I will send for an old friend. Kalzarius and I have not spent time together for many years and I am curious if he has any new tricks of the arcane to teach me.”


  “Kalzarius teaches you? I would think it quite the opposite.” Gwenne was surprised and showed it for once. She was curious as to how a two thousand year old dragon had anything to learn from a human wizard who was perhaps a century old or so.


  “Ahhh, young Lazlette, we dragons learn many gifts of the arcane naturally and from our fathers, but it is different in the practice and manner of study, therefore restricting what we know. You humans and elves seem to be far more diligent and creative with the arts, and for some of us that lavish the crafts of magic, well, we have to make unusual friends.” Ansharr stretched her wings and rested down for a moment as she had not flown this much in decades.


  “Are all dragons as wise and honorable as you Ansharr? Stories passed down say many things great and terrible about your kind.” James rose from his kneeling stance, feeling a semblance of peace wash over him as he tried to push his confused spiritual dilemma to the back of his mind. He looked at the deep red claws on her feet, up past the loose scales of her muscled legs, and to her rich red underbelly that was much lighter and younger than the dark red scales on her back that curled from age in several places.


  “No, for certain not. My kind came from the north as well, most of us anyway. Hunted by the Azorim sorcerers for our powers, by the Tethese for glory, and protected for a time by the Sol Qutan tribesman. When the Azorim conquered all the northern kingdoms many thousands of years ago and became the Altestan empires, we were driven out or killed, much like the elves, dwarves, and other races that were unlike the supposed ruling and chosen humans of Altestan. The Azoteth, as they are known now, are the sorcerers that have hunted out the arcane from the remnants of the first Azorim dynasty. Many of my kind forgot their history, their gifts, and have become savage beasts without conscience. I am ashamed to say it, but you must be wary of dragons for there are few of us remaining that have love for anything or anyone. My kind will see most any of you a threatening predator or a simple meal.” Ansharr lowered her head and closed her eyes deep in thought of the tragic fates that have enveloped dragonkind since she had been born.


  “My sympathies and blessings, but how will we know which dragon to trust and which to not?” James looked to the road ahead north, and to his friends eagerly awaiting travel.


  “The easiest way is by the breath unfortunately. Those of us raised well by our parents will have learned to breath in water and turn it to steam, then the same with air as we grow older, and finally to manipulate and heat our chests to produce fire. Most of the savage and bestial of my race will have little or no power to produce flame, but that is not to say that is always the case. Much like the world of men, it is difficult to tell good from wicked dragons with but a glance.”


  “We will be cautious then, great Ansharr. Farewell once more.” Sir James bowed his good bye, but knew he would see her again.


  “The road north turns east after that ridge, follow it close and do not stray into the swamps of Kar Nossos. Saint Erinsburg should be within sight by this time tomorrow if you march hard. Farewell my friends, and may your journey to Mooncrest be safe.” Ansharr beat her wings, stepped three quick paces back, then leapt into the air as dirt, leaves, and dust whipped all around the companions on the road. Higher she climbed, circling and diving to gain speed as she soared up and around Soujan Mountain and the surrounding hills and valleys. Within moments, she was far away in the clouds, and then gone.


  Everyone watched, even well after the great red dragon was no longer in sight. They stared at the tall mountain, the clouds around it that seemed to circle and then wisp off over central Harlaheim. Cristoff began to turn and walk, his head low as he thought of his loyal steed that had perished on the mountainside. Saberrak and Zen followed, and then Gwenneth started on the road as well. James stood still, perplexed, confused, staring at the sky.


  “Time to go James, you will have time to figure it all out on the road. All for a reason, whether you are aware or not, come on.” Shinayne patted his shoulder, and pulled gently on his tabard to get the first step out of his frozen legs.


  “I am aware of one thing for sure, Lady T’Sarrin. Something in that mountain calls to me, I do not know what, but there is something there besides the dragon that I can sense. Someday I will find out what it is.” James turned and faked a smile. He walked next to the highborne elven noble and kept his thoughts deep and his steps forward behind the rest of his friends.


  


  


  



  


   


   


   


  Johnas II:III


  Fortress Salganat, Loucas, Chazzrynn


  Prince Bryant backed up as another doppelganger tore at him with black claws, this one was scrambling toward him on the side of the wall. The young Chazzrynn heir nearly tripped over the bodies of the first two he had cut down with his broadsword in days previous. They had been left out as bait to see if their remaining kin hidden in the castle would try and smuggle them out. Their blue blood covered the hallway upstairs and had ran off of the open side through the decorative railing making a pool on the marble floor of the great hall below. He looked for the fourth shapeshifter he had seen disguised as either Balric, Vanessa, or a servant, but heard the glass in the guest room shatter and he assumed it had made it outside. “Guards!!! Father!!!” Bryant yelled, not for his own concern, but to prevent the escape of the fourth demonic spy.


  The claws slashed across his tabard, ripping it and sparking as they scraped the chainmail armor underneath. Black solid eyes blinked rapidly as the creature turned it’s head to look behind, to the right and left, searching for a quick way out. It had taken the bait to inspect its kin, and now was desperate and trapped. There was no escape, unless it cared to leap from the hallway railing thirty feet to the floor, make for the room behind it and dive out the window, or get past this young human boy with a sword. The creature hissed and dove at the Prince of Chazzrynn, avoiding the swinging blade in front of him. It latched on with its claws, struggling against the noble boy who was fighting to get his swordarm free of the grappling fiend.


  Slams of double wooden and iron reinforced doors echoed in the greathall below him. Bryant heard the guards taking orders from his father, although fear gripped him in his struggle against the clinging doppelganger. He had fought a few men, killed an ogre with help, but until just now he had never faced anything he had to kill all alone. His anger and strength focused as he saw the brand of the spider symbol on the fiend’s shoulder. It tried to wrap its body around his and wrestle him to the ground. “Damn you Johnas!” Bryant’s mind went blank for a moment, feeling the rage at his older cousin and his schemes and treacheries that had gone on for far too long unchallenged.


  Mikhail lowered his hand to the archers beside him, the same ones that had killed the escaping doppelganger as it crawled down the side of the castle moments earlier. The king saw his son engaged too close to the creature to take a chance with an arrow. He ran to the stairs at the end of the throneroom as fast as his old legs would let him. The first three steps were easy, the next few slowed his pace, and halfway up the curving stairway Mikhail felt winded, but kept on. His only living son was fighting alone, two doppelgangers lay dead behind him from their kills previous. His body simply could not move as fast as it needed to. The old king of Chazzrynn kept on, step by painful step nearing the top, trying to reach his son.


  Where it came from he did not know, but a fury took him over. Bryant grabbed the doppelganger by the throat with his left hand, claws now tearing into his skin and armor and fangs biting his shoulder. He roared like a man of twice his size as he lifted the creature up over the railing, then plunged his swordarm forward with all his strength.


  “Aaarrrghh!” the wretched body tightened as the length of the blade punctured through its chest, hissing and screams followed but were nothing compared to the mighty yell of the Prince. He pushed the beast over the railing, flailing arms and legs dangling as it was held by the neck and the gut, by sword and clenched fist. Prince Bryant released his grip and withdrew the broadsword in one quick motion, dropping the shapeshifter off the edge and onto the stone floor thirty feet below. The bones and flesh smacked the ground with a sickening sound. The heir to Chazzrynn walked down the steps, still enraged, right past his father and to the squirming beast with the broken body. He asked no questions, felt no mercy or pity for the writhing attempts the injured and dying doppelganger made to crawl out of the castle. His blade to the side, he placed his left hand over his right, and as the bloodied fey beast looked up, Bryant took its head off with one quick cleave of his sword.


  “There was one more, it escaped out the balcony window, it-“


  “Son, it’s dead. We killed it before it could get away. Are you all right, are you injured?” Mikhail looked down to his poised son, recently victorious over three doppelgangers, and he felt great pride as a father.


  “Just scratches father, nothing more.” Bryant breathed deep and calmed himself. He sheathed his broadsword and looked at his beheaded foe that lay in a pool of blue blood on the castle floor. He noticed the spider brand again, one he had seen before when dealing with unsavory men he thought to be working for Prince Johnas Valhera. Same spot, same size, a brand of a spider over the shoulderblade behind the heart, if these creatures had hearts at all, he thought.


  “The spider brand again father, like I’ve shown you many times. Agents of your nephew in Valhirst. When will we put an end to it? He has taken his escaped quarry from us. How much more proof do you need?”


  Mikhail strode down the stairs, exhausted in his age, tired from his nerves and worry for his son. He looked down at the brand he had been shown before, then to Bryant. “You are certain of this, that these creatures and the men previous that share the brand all work for Johnas in some secret fashion?”


  “Beyond doubt my king.”


  The king of Chazzrynn sighed, his thoughts resigned to how much the kingdom had been through in the last twenty years. Mikhail recalled the costly war with Harlaheim, the battle with the ogre in the west, and the never ending skirmishes in the south with the remaining natives and wandering bands of trolls and tribes. His sons gone, his wife followed, and now his only child wished to wage war on his corrupt nephew; for he knew Johnas would not be arrested or taken willingly. “What would you suggest be done, if you were king, how would you bring him in?”


  “The royal guard numbers one thousand strong, the army here in Loucas is five times that. As I lead them into Valhirst, the ten galleons surround the port with another thousand men. His army is less than half that, his only defense is the city itself. I know I can breach the city and capture him.” Bryant answered without hesitation, as if he had it planned and recited for years.


  “And who would protect the capital, the tradeways, the fortress, and the northern routes?”


  “I would send word to Southwind Keep, Lord Alexei can send men since the spring will lessen the threat of the ogre from the west. Lady Lazlette surely has more men than Vallakazz warrants and her captain is renowned for his skill in battle. Addisonia and Silverbridge could-“


  “If that is your plan, you had better get messages sent quickly. It will take a week for the messengers and most likely two for the assembled protective forces to arrive here in Loucas.” Mikhail looked to the tapestry that hung on the wall, a beautiful blue cloth relief of the falcon of Chazzrynn and a map of the kingdom woven underneath it. He surveyed where the forces would move to, where they could assemble to keep from the prying eyes of Prince Johnas.


  “Am I to understand that you will be invading Valhirst then father?”


  “No. You will be invading Valhirst. I will be leading the navy to prevent any escapes. Find your generals, you will have to attack from three directions and try and force them to me. I do not want my own people to suffer, so we cannot lay siege for long. Johnas will use the people against us, to strike at our conscience if they starve or live under threat. He won’t care, but he will demoralize our men by making them feel they are hurting the populace. You will have to be quick and cautious.” Mikhail started to form plans in his mind of how many men would be needed at each gate, at each wall, and how much artillery in way of catapults and ballistae would be required for a fast victory.


  “When should I begin the preparations father?” Bryant felt nervous, having not ever really thought this day would come.


  “You should have started already, I do not know why you are still here.”


  “Permission to assemble the armies of Chazzrynn for war and take my leave, your highness?” Bryant could barely talk, his words caught in his tightened chest. His wounds ran red down his garments, yet he cared not.


  “Permission granted.”


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Florin took off the queen’s crown and placed it on the small round wooden table; two rats scurried past as her shadow moved in the torchlight. The female imposter and domenarch of the White Spider in Harlaheim sat in the leather chair deep under the castle with the dank musty aromas of the undercity wafting around her. Agents and members loyal to her passed by in and out of the many hidden chambers. A black robed figure approached from one of the well lit rooms in her hidden station. Yari Mourille, the wizard of the house, bowed to Florin, his bones popping and cracking from old age. The lady assassin looked up at his sagging skin around the eyes, drooping earlobes, and frazzled strands of gray hair that wisped around his dark and ancient complexion. A more haggard and detatched man there was not in all of Harlaheim.


  “Any word from Alec Silverblade or the salisans of Vimm, old mage?” she thought little of this one, for his spine was as weak as they came and he took forever to do anything.


  “No word lady Florin, but Prince Johnas has made contact and demands an update on the situation here in Harlaheim.” his monotone voice dragged out of his lungs like an anchor across the ocean floor. He had no reason to live save his duties here with the White Spider. His family was killed many years ago in the war with Chazzrynn, and he was forced out of Kalzarius’ tutelage due to his inability to focus for long; Yari was like a zombie just moping through each day and night waiting for the end.


  “Inform our patriarch that we have control of the capital, and soon the kingdom. My false execution will be in two days and that should sever any ties. The throne will be solely in our hands within the year, after the church is discredited and the young king is eliminated. All is in order, no witnesses save Richmond the Second.” Florin waved her hand for the old wizard to go and relay the message on the warlock mirrors in his chamber. Her thoughts went to Alec, who she had personally trained since he was young. He was not one to fail, her best and deadliest swordsman, and he should have returned by now.


  Yari slugged back to her minutes later, step by step, his expressionless face morose and dreary as always. His smell was of old sweat and overworn robes and his fingernails were long and curled from lack of care or attention to hygiene. “Johnas says to be mindful of the returning cardinal and the Crossguard Legion. Also he wishes an update on the scroll and the capture of young Lazlette and her allies.”


  Florin fumed, she did not have the answers to the second query as Alec was nowhere to be found. As far as the deadly legion of the church, she cared little. They would investigate, make a show of power, try and usurp the king, and play politics and morality until they realize that it will be for naught. Then, to save the face of the religion, they would find blame among others or the will of God Alden for a higher purpose and make excuses for the suffering of Harlaheim. Florin had seen it before, heard it before, and was not fearful in the slightest of church authority here. With Javiel being executed on the morrow, her confidance was untouchable. In other countries this could be terrifying. Harlaheim had severed most ties to the church and few could change that.


  “Tell him I appreciate the warning, and that the scroll and those that carry it are being brought in.”


  “Lady Florin, we have not heard from-“


  “I know damn well that we have not! I am aware! I do not need you to tell me, wizard. Relay the message as I have instructed or your smell will surely worsen after I run you through and leave you to rot. Alec will return with the salisans and with the captives and their scroll. He does not fail! Please do the same, and tell Johnas what I have ordered you to. Thank you.” her words dripped with anger and uncertainty, yet she went on hope and past experiences of her best swordsman. “Look now Yari, you have made me lose my noble composure.”


  “Apologies abound, your majesty.” the old Harlian agent bowed and withdrew to the lit chamber once more to contact Valhirst and pass on the instructed responses. He had not the energy to fight or care whether Florin succeeded in this political takeover or no. He hoped only that someday this place was discovered and he could lay down all his arcane powers upon the enemy, whoever they were. His mind wandered to dying at the hands of some great organization or army and taking as many of them with him as he could. Perhaps then, Kalzarius would hear of his abilities and power and feel ashamed for turning him away all those years ago.


  More minutes went by, and the old mage approached Florin again, this time bowing deeply. His unspoken sarcasm was painfully obvious. “Your grand highness, Prince Johnas has informed us from Valhirst that when the cardinal attempts to take Harlaheim we are to remain hidden and low for a time. He has something arranged that will turn it to our favor. Cristoff the Third was summoned to a secret meeting with Savanno, and may be a loose end. We must see to it immediately.”


  “Reply that it shall be done, but by order of the king himself for treason. We need not have a hand in it.”


  “Yes, my queen.”


  “Stop it Yari, or I will spill your insides right here, are we clear?” she had had enough of the taunts and jests at her posing as Queen Rosanna. She had done all of this after years of planning and scheming within the court and with the king. The lady assassin was already rich beyond need, and this life of service and treachery was nearly over for her. No one else was aware of it, but Florin was on her way out of the White Spider. Her plan had to be perfect, for there truly is no leaving Johnas Valhera.


  “Does the king suspect you as anything other than a treacherous knight of Harlaheim, mistress Florin? Has he any clue who you work for?” Yari started to walk once more to the room that held the warlock mirrors he had been trained to use.


  “I certainly hope not, for all our sakes. He is far too young and wrapped in his own lack of power to know of us or the White Spider. I am sure at this point he will be having me trailed, so our routes and meeting times will have to adjust. Why do you ask old man?” Florin breathed heavily in the musty still air of the dark underground. She stood up, reached for the crown and placed it on her brow.


  “Just curious mistress, that’s all. I had thought by now that Balric would have exposed us, since we knew he was working with the bishop and all. I do not see why he delayed and then left for Valhirst, or why we let him.” Yari turned and drug himself to send the latest message to the head of the guild.


  “Johnas has his reasons and his schemes that always outdo our own and are days and weeks ahead. His need to know more of Balric D’Vrelle and who he works for is none of our business; we just do as we are told. He knows things before we do, the Emerald Eight keep him well informed. I am to court, send men to find Alec and have him brought to me immediately.” Florin turned up the stairs, careful not to let her silver and blue gown drag on the dirty floor.


  “Yes, your majesty.” Yari whispered, and chuckled to himself thinking only of what a sick and sad world he lived in. He longed for the end of it all, an end to the corruption he had surrounded himself with and served for so many decades. He passed by the barred room that was next to his and looked in once more. The true queen lay gagged and bound in a cold dank cell, dressed as a knight of Harlaheim and awaiting execution. Yari felt terrible guilt at Rosanna being prisoner, the queen of the kingdom was treated as an animal for political maneuvers right here before him. He lowered his head and passed by, unable to look her in the eye. He hoped someone would come and rescue her, but he himself felt unworthy to do anything noble about any of it.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  “Balric! Your time with Miss Blackflame is over, come in here and guard the doors. Now!” Johnas barked from his onyx throne under Valhirst. He had been letting his magically enslaved swordsman spend a few moments here and there with his scarred wizard lover. He enjoyed testing the devotion that the necklace and arcane evocations produced.


  Balric felt his mind dull and obey the commands of Johnas Valhera. His eyes turned from the beautiful Caberran girl who was polishing and reading the strange marble tablets. He almost forgot who she was, who he was, for a moment as the impulses to serve the Prince were overpowering. He heard Vanessa whimper as he left, then sob and try to stifle it. He could do nothing, and he walked into the main chamber and throne room of his master. The Harlian spy strode across the White Spider design upon the floor, watched by dozens of thieves, criminals, doppelgangers, and assassins; each of which he would love to put to the edge of his saber. He posted, arms folded, by the doors next to the spiked pit and waited as ordered.


  “Good, good. I would be careful everyone. I seem to have the most loyal bodyguard, deadly protection through better arcane practices.” Johnas laughed, and the room full of his subordinates followed him with chuckles and sneers of approval.


  “My Prince.” Vanessa walked out from the small side chamber, teary-eyed, and bowed as her hands shook from desperate fear and hopelessness. “Domenarch Florin of Harlaheim returns the message and states that Cristoff will be taken care of by the king and our hands will have nothing-“


  “Fine, fine, wonderful.” Johnas took a long inhale from the opium pipe that smoldered at his feet, the hose connected to a tiger shaped hooka. His eyes sunk in further, his mind cleared to leave only vile thoughts and plots that floated along bloody skies of his vivid imagination. His body felt as if it were rising, but to him alone.


  “I also have received a message from Jade of the West in Devonmir, Prince Johnas. She asks of what you wish done with the domenarch there that has been skimming the tithes.”


  Johnas exhaled a barely visible puff of smoke through his nostrils and relaxed in his throne. “Tell her to have the minotaur scare the gold out of them, but not kill them. I want thirty thousand sent to compensate for their lack of honesty, and one of his fingers. Ha!” he drifted in and out of consciousness, the Altestani opium was pure and mystical beyond that of anywhere else.


  Vanessa walked back into the chamber with the enchanted tablets to relay the massages in secret arcane tongue. She trembled, knowing that Johnas Valhera was his worst when he was under the opium spell. His calm would turn to lust, anger, wickedness, or sleep in a matter of an hour; sometimes all of them within a minute of each other. Her powers as a wizard were strong, but this man had a grip of fear and terror over her that made it nearly impossible to concentrate on her arcane energies, she had tried many times to unleash something upon him and run. Each time her magic failed as the fear stepped in, and she had remained since a young girl to act as his mistress, lover, caretaker, and house wizard here in the dark underground of Valhirst. Vanessa knew there was little hope of ever escaping.


  The door opened slowly in the main chamber, and Balric leaned forward to speak with the shadowy figure. He turned to Johnas and bowed, his hand on the hilt of his saber. “Crimson of the North of the Emerald Eight to see the Prince!”


  The dark skinned man walked forward without a sound, his beard covered by a cloth mask up to his nose and his tight form fitting black garments and leather armor blended with the darkness of the torchlit chamber. His hands were folded at his waist as his curved shamshir and several small knives dangled from his belt. He approached the throne and knelt on one knee, awaiting the prince to let him rise.


  “To what do I owe the pleasure, dear Fadim?” Johnas had expected his deadliest agents to report every year, and Fadim was a month early. His position as overseer of the empires of Altestan was precarious indeed, as a strong foothold had not been established. Johnas knew this man to be deadly, trained by himself many years ago, but with the cultural ties of an enemy kingdom and race, he was always a bit suspicious.


  The agent of the White Spider reached in his pouch and removed three stones, rubies the size of eggs and handed them to the prince. Silence reigned through the room as the shimmering red princess rubies were placed in the hand of Johnas. “I have found trade in Altestan, and began to build many contacts and in the city of Khedra. There is an underground mining operation hidden from imperial eyes, now belonging to us. Many who would stand in our way have been eliminated my prince.”


  “Moving quickly I see. Tell me Fadim, how is the opium trade and slave merchantry faring? We have had an incident here with a foreign prince of Altestan that may have set us back.” Johnas set the stones on the arm of his throne.


  “I have heard, my prince. Many speak in dark corners in my beautiful homeland of breaking ties with us. They say that Caberra is weakened, Kivanis too zealous, and Chazzrynn is divided. The White Spider seems too treacherous for their religious devotions to Yjaros, and we have alliances that are against their preferences. They feel the White Spider had a hand in the missing ship and the nobility that was aboard. They know that Shanador, the elves, and even the dwarven kingdoms will not allow the chosen race of men to trade on Agarian soil or waters. I tell you now that I feel an invasion could happen in our lifetimes if we do not comply-“


  “And if that were to occur, assure them that many more trireme warships and princes would find the bottom of the ocean. We are merely setting our feet in the underworld, politics and nobility come and go like the tide. The great empire has three emperors that could not agree on much of anything, and while they worship whomever and threaten every race other than their own, we will take over their undercities, one by one.”


  “You know my loyalties, Johnas. I have spilt blood for the White Spider in eight countries. I am simply stating that the empire we are digging into is entrenched in tradition and history. They will not deal with races that go against their spiritual beliefs, and they know that we do. They also know we allow wizards to learn from books and give women rank and title. This conquest of spreading our organization into the holy land of Altestan will be a bloody one. Many blades will have to cut in the night to break through to the trade you seek.” Fadim bowed, yet maintained his dark eyes fixated on the emerald green eyes of Johnas Valhera. The Altestani man had been betrayed by his own people long ago, and his revenge had brought him to this place. He learned much of himself, and perfected his skills as a deadly assassin with the Prince. His revenge was taken over a decade ago, yet his passion was now for the hunt, the wealth, and the prestige he now held.


  “Then cut away, Crimson of the North, cut away. Make the White Spider known in Altestan. Train your domenarchs for each city you take from below, send them to meet me and receive their brand, and let us take the trade we want by force and shadow. One of my eight deadliest and most devoted, Fadim, stay with me a week and let me prepare you for what you are about to accomplish for us.” Johnas knew that he would need to send for men, wizards, and plenty of coin to give Fadim what he would need to build their presence in the north. He looked at the opium pipe again and smiled.


  “I would be most gracious and honored, my prince.” Fadim bowed once more, relaxing a bit. He remembered all too well how Johnas could be when under the affects of opium.


  “In less than a week we lock down the undercity of Valhirst and head west. I have to meet with a few less than savory leaders of various Chazzrynn natives. Salah-Cam is organizing them as we speak. This country will think twice should my uncle try and let his little whelp bark at me again. They will have far more than the White Spider to deal with if they do! Let us drink, to endless chests of gold, women, blood, opium, and power after the sun sets and the moons rise!” tipsy and flowing on the drugs from the northern empires, Johnas stood and raised a glass of wine to his servants, slaves, and assassins. He admired the spread of his diabolical mind that had no conscience. His only care was more and more power, more and more of everything he could get, for it was never enough. The wine, the opium, all Johnas was missing was some blood. “Balric, bring Fadim and I some prisoners…and give them swords!”
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  “Aaarrrggghhh! Ahhhayahhh! My hand, my focking hand!” Rinicus held his right hand tight, the pain and blood forcing his eyes shut as he screamed.


  Chalas Kalaza dropped the two fingers he had just mercilessly ripped off of the human’s hand and stared at him. The scarred brown minotaur smiled knowing that it was far more painful than a quick cut. “Be thankful, human, that it was only a few fingers that I ripped from you.”


  “Chalas! We were to cut off one finger, not rip half of his hand apart!” Kaya had her blade out, looking at the men who surrounded them on the balcony over the arena. She did not trust that they would respect her position as their domenarch was assaulted so brutally. They had their hands on every variety of weapon, silent and waiting for a moment to strike. “Prince Johnas also demands thirty thousand in gold coin for your disloyalty, Rinicus three-blades.”


  “Three fingers is more accurate now.” Chalas chuckled and began staring at the men around them who appeared to be having second thoughts about defending their leader against this vicious minotaur and the deadly female assassin of the Prince’s council. The sadistic horned gladiator hoped that they tried something, just to give him reason to tear someone apart.


  “Johnas has spared your life, I would be thankful. You know him well enough, tonight luck shined from somewhere. Going forward, you will tithe the coin gained from the underground arena as well as this one here. Understood?” Kaya T’Vellon spoke softly, sheathing her shortblade while she looked down at the man struggling to wrap his hand with his cloak. She felt numb, empty, as if this was just another wretch she had to deal with to stay alive. Her fear was placed deep where no one could see. The lady assassin hated being in these tight positions where rank and loyalty among criminals balanced her life on the edge of a knife. Unlike her counterpart who seemed to enjoy it, Kaya felt she had no choice and would give anything to be free of it. Sadly, this was all she had left, and she was good at it.


  “Understood. Send the bastard my deepest focking apologies.” Rinicus stood, then leaned over to pick up his fingers that the minotaur had ripped from his hand. A heavy boot stepped over them.


  “Those do not belong to you anymore, Rinicus of Devonmir. Show me to your underground arena, I wish to participate in some bloodshed.” Chalas beamed his gaze down upon the injured man, receiving a wicked smile backed with trembling fear in return.


  “I would most enjoy seeing you in that arena, Chalas Kalaza, very much so.” the criminal lord stood up to the horned warrior’s chest. “This way.”


  Followed by nearly two dozen men and a wizard, Kaya and Chalas walked behind Rinicus through the stands and balconies of the Tre’ hahdim arena above ground. Several human slaves currently battled four armored gladiators in the round pit as cheers echoed from thousands and coins passed hands through the masses. Black robed gambling merchants walked the rows and reaches of the populace, followed by wine and spirits vendors, children selling bread and foods, and finally the sultry pleasure companions of varied human cultures sold their bodies and escorted men to their rooms. Kaya noticed men fornicating in the stands, drunks asleep clutching their coin purses, calls and screams for blood, and illicit trade of slaves, whores, and drugs taking place every other moment. She kept her eyes lowered, having not the desire to embrace or view humanity at its worst. She looked to the stalking minotaur behind her. The opposite attitude was apparent, Chalas had a grin across his bovine scarred face. To him, this was life and home.


  The doors to an immense stone stairwell were guarded by obvious members of the White Spider who came to attention and bowed upon the passing of the ensemble. No questions asked of Rinicus or his troupe, just a simple nod and passage. Torchlight, some real, some arcane and false, covered the descent into the true underworld of Devonmir. A second set of double iron doors opened by the hands of two ogre slaves covered in spiked armor. Chalas snorted up at them, taunting them to make a move or a noise of disfavor; anything to give the brown horned killer a reason to spill blood. The second arena was surprisingly different to the minotaur and the lady assassin. Intimate, smaller, set on dark stone seats and pillars, and reeking of expensive and savory incense. Perhaps five to seven thousand could sit, and with it completely concealed and underground, every breath could be heard.


  “Welcome to Ajastaphan, the famed arena of the nobility, the wealthy, and those that do not wish to be seen. Most of the nobles from around the known world will be masked, the wealthy are well guarded, and the matches here are always to the death. The women of the most beautiful sorts, the best slaves and gladiators, and more gold flows through here in one night than Johnas sees in a year. Problem is, we only have a foothold on a few moneylenders, merchants, and traders. There is little trust among the people of this class that travel from great distances to gamble and promote gambling on blood here. One miscued greeting or blink, and you may not even be allowed to speak to that specific prince or lord again. These people have their own power and prestige, they do not seek to be a part of anything else. Should any of them be found out here, it would tarnish their titles; so they live in that secret fear. It’s a game at the games for them. We do what we can to profit, and we do well. However, we are limited in growing in our normal ways, if you will. Murdering nobles here will only end the operation, not have use overtake it.” Rinicus continued walking through the aisles of the hidden arena, holding his hand close to his chest. He thought of the ogre, armored trolls, captured giants, and all other manner of beast he would like to set against this minotaur and see him dead. His mind began plotting, hoping the brute would be stupid and eager enough to get in there.


  “Any undefeated gladiators here, spared one?” Chalas demanded from the wounded human that led them, caring nothing for the debilitating injury.


  “Mafahann, the two headed ogre of Bloodskull. Twenty nine victories here, in other arenas throughout Agara, he supposedly has many more. His master is one of the Lords of Devonmir, Koligail the wicked, a wizard of the most feared sort. He adorns his chosen warriors with-“


  “I will fight this Mafahann the two headed, arrange it. I care not who his master is or what he wears. Every warrior I face suffers the same fate.” the brown veteran horned killer glared at the arena, the craving and need to kill was overwhelming to him in a place like this.


  “We have business to attend to Kalaza, and –“


  “Quiet woman.” he snorted and flexed his muscles as if he were already fighting. Something, the smell of blood or the sight of the arena, came over him. “Place all your coin on the ogre if you like, but I will be the only undefeated one here.”


  “Your ego borders on insanity, minotaur. You know nothing of subtlety or tact, everything to you is rage and bloodshed. I wonder what exactly Johnas was thinking in sending you with me.” Kaya turned up her nose, realizing that Rinicus would be arranging Chalas to be killed which would leave her alone here with plenty of enemies within her own guild. She could not convey those fears, not with present company. Even in private with this murderous gladiator, she doubted that he would care.


  “Mafahann usually faces three or more gladiators at a time, Kalaza. But for you, I will see if I can arrange a special match.” Rinicus sneered. He took good notice of the rivalry between Kaya and her pet beast.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Angeline II:II


  City of Harlaheim


  Light mist settled across the docks of Harlaheim, nighttime mists from a rain that was far too stubborn to commit to much more. The armored and green robed warrior had said her farewells aloud to the crew of the Shorewarden, the small merchant longship that she had been on this last week. Speaking her words out loud was still difficult for Angeline after seven long years of silence. The journey had been rough with the late winter storms in southern Agara, and it looked as if the eastern seaboard of the continent fared no better. Besides the lack of snow, Harlaheim kept the same chill at the forefront of greetings on a dark windy night. The lantern and torchlight seemed less inviting than her last visit to the kingdom many years ago, and her thoughts concentrated on her priorities at hand instead of comparing the dismal scene with more fond ones of her past.


  Angeline tried to sense Gwenneth as she walked the docks alone, and could barely catch a glimpse of her spiritually. She thought of Soujan Mountain and Ansharr where she had spent several years in training with her peers and masters. From that vantage point, the mysterious lady warrior knew she could find anyone through peaceful connections and meditation. Here there was much chaos and disturbance that clouded the energies she felt, and her senses were always dulled in large civilizations that forced nature out. She could feel wars raging and powerful arcane magicks in place near the tower to the west. Castle L’Herrim had an enormous cry of betrayal radiating from its walls, and many figures and spirits here were dark and wicked throughout the massive city. In all directions, Angeline Berren felt as if she were striding into a den of maliciousness and despair. The dark auras she saw and felt surrounded her, followed her, and preceded her every step.


  Reddish and blonde wisps of wet curled hair whipped across her face, yet she kept focus, one hand now on the hilt of her hand-and-a-half blade. The pier was long and relief came as she made it to the end and onto solid ground of the wharf markets. Though late and foul of weather, hundreds of men loaded, traded, and moved around the piers of the ancient city. Almost sixty tradeships of various sizes and standards lined the bay, hers was one of four that had arrived this evening which attested to the abnormal amount of late evening shuffling. She stopped, sensing her steps were being paid far too much attention to by someone nearby. Angeline drew her bastard sword, placing both hands on the hilt and turning round. Nothing. The sensation was gone, no longer behind her or to the side, in the water, it was simply not there anymore. Besides the occasional elder wizard using arcane means to teleport in and out of physical existence in Vallakazz, Angeline had never felt something creep up near her and then disappear. Seeing the strange looks from passersby, the Agarian woman sheathed her blade and walked at a more brisk pace into the darker capital of Harlaheim.


  She rushed at a fast march through the spire haunted alleyways and shadows of castle walls. Paying no mind to the slick cobblestone streets or massing puddles, Angeline kept moving east through the city. The presence came and went, yet constant enough to the lady of the Knights Soujan, keepers of the Gods and Goddesses, to know that she was being followed. All her training under the sacred mountain had given her a depth to her senses, senses derived from the earth, the wind, the moons, and nature itself. The sleeping mistress of the earth and the fey had blessed her with the ability to reach out to the spirits and whispers that no mortal was even aware of. Every one of those senses told her that something unnatural was close and approaching, something or someone that she had felt before. Angeline turned the corner next to a large domed and abandoned temple to Alden, drew her sword, and waited as the presence came closer.


  Rats scurried past along the gray stone wall, on a mission for food and shelter. Nothing but the faint drone of the taverns and travelers disrupted the silence in the alley, yet Angeline was ready for what she knew to be there. A figure moved in the dark recesses of the shadow of the dome behind her. The Soujan Knight stepped from the wall and stood in the middle of the broken street to face her pursuer. “I am Angeline Berren of Kivanis, who is it that dares hunt me?”


  “It is you who has been tracking me, mysterious one. This time, you do not have an entire city behind you. We are alone.” the dark figure drew a blade, then a second one and strode toward the woman that he knew to be more than a city guard of Vallakazz. What she was, he still did not know, but intended to find out.


  Angeline never spoke her title, devotion, or the secret order of which she was ordained. The Knights Soujan had been hunted and killed thousands of years ago with the rise of Alden and the persecution of other faiths to the north and west. The sole remaining temple was under Soujan Mountain, and that too, was a secret that carried more importance than even her life. She looked as the faint moonlight hit his face, and then she remembered. The black swirls and marks of a curse, the pale elven skin and pointed ears, his dark hair and green menacing eyes, she knew this assassin. Knew him from the Temple of Golden Mercy in Vallakazz where he was hunting Gwenneth and her companions, where he had murdered a priest and many of the White Spider.


  “You will not find what you seek here, I assure you. Only a quick death awaits you in this alley.” Angeline bowed her head slightly. Closed her eyes for a moment of silent prayer to Seirena and Megos, and stepped forward.


  “If I had a platinum coin for every time I heard that, I would be king. Let us see who finds death faster, shall we?” Kendari held his off-hand longsword reverse as always, and Shiver out in front on guard in his right hand, the magical heat rippling in the shadowcast air. The Nadderi swordsman knew this woman had been following him since their brief encounter in Vallakazz. To Kendari, it was no mistake that she crossed his path again; and if it was, he would only be erring on the side of safety. Either way, they had an unfinished duel long overdue.


  Angeline stepped forward, sword held out high, steps direct and balanced, and the wind at her back. She could feel the air surround her and it let her know in her cleared mind that it was there to help guide her. Her senses could feel a tangible evil surrounding this cursed elf, and her focus strengthened to her movements, the sacred sword in her hands. She glared at the assassin that was approaching her in the alleyway. Her calm and unblinking blue eyes fixated upon the wicked green eyed stare of her opponent.


  Kendari circled to his left, his right foot sidestepping over his left as he twirled the hot edge of his longsword over and over in his hand. Angeline kept the circle moving in the exact same manner, step by step, waiting for his blades to move but watching his body movements for the signs of when he would strike. He stopped, lowered his blades, and hung his head with a smile. His posture went completely lax and unguarded, as if he did not wish to fight all of the sudden.


  “This is ridiculous, really. I have not even introduced myself, which is very disrespectful to us both. I am Kendari of Stillwood and-” Kendari feigned to sheath one of his blades then dove forward in a double bladed lunge. His attack missed her ribs by hairs, the backheld sword cut across at her abdomen which she barely parried. Shiver cut up toward the woman’s face, and her blade turned up into a cross parry as she backpeddaled further down the alley. The Nadderi swordsman had tried to catch her off guard, but her reflexes were fast and her senses very active; this woman could not be fooled easily. He did not let up, crosscutting with his reverse held longblade with the heavy pyramid pommel, then quickly turning with his heat emitting longsword into arcs and slashes toward her upper body. Each attack was met with the two-handed blade of the woman as she withdrew with constant secure steps.


  Steel rang in rapid consecutive blows as the lady of the Knights Soujan felt the air help guide her defenses against the twin blades of the marked elven assassin. Angeline took a deep breath in, holding it tight and sensing her body lose its weight to the ground just enough for her arms and legs to keep pace with her assailant. She felt the stone send small vibrations as to the change in pressure from the Nadderi elf’s movements, allowing her to know his movements as he made them. Her sacred blade moved with her senses and inhumanly quick reactions. The tip of the hand-and-a-half sword pointed down to stop the low cuts from his left, while she raised the crossguard and length back and forth to deflect the precise attacks from the elf’s right.


  Fearing and seeing Kendari’s edges getting closer past her blade, Angeline rushed backward into the wall and placed her left boot heel on the worn and mossy stone. As the double sword wielding blademaster pursued, she pushed off the wall and hurled through the air. Her sword twirled in her hands, deflecting Shiver’s hot edge and nearly taking off the head of the ducking Nadderi elf. Her body turned in midair and her boots landed firmly on the opposing alley wall standing impossibly vertical, fifteen feet later. Another jump from her sideways stance that defied gravity sent her into a flip that ended behind Kendari. Her blade was already cutting and arcing on the advance against the shocked assassin as her feet hit the cobblestones like feathers.


  Crossing his blades to stop the heavy assault of the green robed warrior, Kendari could not help but be amazed at her movements. “I must know…” he feigned to kick her in the abdomen as their blades locked, but she turned to the left and returned with a boot heel of her own right into his chest which sent him backwards and stumbling. He caught his breath, “…where did you learn to do that?”


  “Why?” Angeline kept her offensive mindset, stepping up quickly on the elf as he regrouped and tried to distract her with conversation.


  “So I can identify and kill any other flying humans, it’s just not natural.” Kendari spun low with his left blade in close to her thighs, then drove subsequent piercing attacks with Shiver at her chest. As he parried them all, his reverse held longsword cut across her forearm, then his heel turned sideways and planted into her stomach, followed by a final spin full circle ending with a downward stroke that glanced off of her bastard sword and sliced down her thigh. As she fell back onto her rear, Angeline’s blade came up just in time to stop the finishing cut meant for her throat. The Nadderi swordsman was face to face with his enemy, blades crossed inches in front of them as he pushed his blades into hers with all his weight.


  Angeline felt the hot blistering from her bleeding leg, the sting in her cut forearm, and had not caught her breath from the kick to her diaphragm yet. Her arms barely holding him back and starting to tremble as her shoulderblades touched the cobblestone, Kendari ontop of her with death in his eyes. She felt and saw four figures in the alley behind the back of the cursed elf, not twenty steps away. She looked into the murderous eyes of Kendari, whose gaze was not on her but ahead down the other end of the overshadowed city street. “We have attracted some attention here.” she stuttered out from her fluctuating lungs that fought to regain some air.


  “White Spider is my guess. They won’t leave a witness. Five in front of us, how many behind?” Kendari whispered over his defeated foe.


  “Four, three of them are hiding something small in their hands and stepping forward very cautiously. I can sense poison on the wind. Any ideas?” Angeline whispered back.


  “Two in front have crossbows aimed. I will roll you to our left and throw you up at the wall. You take the four in the rear, I have the five ahead. We meet another night and I will finish you then. Agreed?” The Nadderi swordsman glanced at the strange female warrior, noticing her blue eyes blinking and a slight nod of agreement. Kendari thought about taking all nine himself and killing her right then, but in his precarious position, he decided otherwise.


  “Agreed, but the outcome may well be different.” Angeline tightened her muscles and prepared to roll out of the middle of the alleyway and hurl herself at the wall once more.


  “I hope so, for your sake. Ready?”


  “Ready.”


  Crossbows raised and fired, poisoned knives hurled through the air, and dark agents of the deadliest organization on three continents moved in on the surrounded pair of warriors. Kendari turned onto his shoulder and threw the woman he had just bested in battle across the alleyway directly at the wall of the abandoned temple. Her body turned through the air, spinning with blade and hair flowing behind, and heels landing on the side of the stone temple. The Nadderi elf kept rolling after his throw, keeping low to the ground as blades and arrows skittered across the wet cobblestone to where he and Angeline had just been a moment ago. Wind rushed past the cursed swordsman, pulled from the alley to his previous female enemy. She hovered with a forward momentum guided by the circling gusts under her feet that seemed to move at her command.


  “I must learn to do that.” Kendari kicked his feet out and down, flipping to a low stance from the ground and charged down the alley toward the five agents of the White Spider.


  Angeline Berren dove straight at the four black clad thugs that blocked the rear of the alleyway as the wind whipped her hair and green robes around her. The four men drew rapiers and shortblades then moved to surround the woman that had been fighting with the elf they intended on collecting the bounty on. The maiden of the Knights Soujan cut across in a rapid set of sweeping attacks that kept the distance between she and the four men with shorter swords. Two of them moved in with lunges of rapier tips regardless and the steel blades were knocked aside from the furious flashes of the Agarian woman’s bastard sword. The two other masked bounty hunters moved along the wall to flank her and keep her pinned, shortswords and daggers in hand. A mighty thrust from Angeline reached into the chest of one of her opponents causing him to withdraw and fall to his knees clutching the wound. She glanced to her left as she backed into the abandoned temple. Angeline saw a flash of black armor and steel in the midst of the other five, now four, men standing around Kendari. Feeling herded and trapped, her only chance to survive was to get into more open ground that the old building hopefully kept beyond the rotted door she kicked in with her boot heel. The three agents of the White Spider followed her inside, assuming to catch their wounded female victim either way she went.


  The Nadderi swordsman ducked another swordcut from the rapier, then another. He heard the head hit the stone street, then the body, his second dead adversary. He turned and thrust his backheld longsword behind him into the gut of a human agent that had snuck around him. The man screamed in pain, and Kenadri ripped the blade out sideways as he continued his low crouched assault, dancing and weaving in the dark of night between the men. He parried one attack with Shiver, and counterattacked with a crosscut into the bounty hunter’s thigh. The hot edge of the longblade in his right hand slashed across his chest deep, sending the man tumbling backwards with sizzled flesh and bleeding lacerations that dominated him with painful groans as he dropped his rapier. The cursed elf rolled again, landing upright with his back against the wall. He looked at the two remaining White Spider hunters of the city streets and smiled, then to the dead man without a head and their two allies squirming in the throes of terminal wounds at their feet. “I say that evens things a bit, would you agree?” his shining green eyes stared with a wickedness and smile that chilled the two remaining swordsmen.


  “Clluunkk, thewwmmp!” Before the Nadderi elf could react, a crossbow bolt sunk into his left shoulder. The agent with the stomach run through had reached for the crossbow from his decapitated cohort, and shot the elf with a poisoned arrow then his head fell limp on the cobblestone.


  “Aaargghh! Bastard coward!” the pain coursed through his left arm, followed by numbness and twinges of muscle. Kendari lunged forward with Shiver, feigning a thrust toward the man on his right. As the parries went out from the rapiers, he turned his elbow sharply and cut across the throat of the agent on his left and stepped behind him. Blood ran from the choking swordsman’s neck, gurgling and coughing out as he began to fall. He was pushed forward instead by the marked elf, then stepped on as a jumping platform as Kendari leapt off from behind him in the night sky. The remaining agent cut across the airborne Nadderi’s shin, barely cutting through the leather boot, then felt the hot blade withdraw from his chest.


  Kendari landed and kept walking, knowing his flying lunge had gone straight through the heart. He heard the assassin drop to the ground and he sheathed Shiver and his pyramid pommeled sword. He turned to look down the alleyway to where the others had been fighting the Agarian woman. He heard the sounds of combat from inside the old empty temple and began to walk toward the broken doorway. The battle silenced, and Kendari felt dizzy and weak. He put his right hand on the poisoned projectile and pulled it free, dropping it to the street as he stumbled along the temple wall. The Nadderi elf saw blurs of dark shadows, and saw a haze of a stumbling man dressed in black with a black mask up to his eyes. He drew Shiver to match the rapier that his opponent had out before him. Circles of moonlight clouded Kendari’s vision, yet he waited for the man in the doorway to make a move toward him. The poison was coursing, Onjani leaf paste he assumed by the blurred vision and spasming, which meant that they were here to capture and not kill. The cursed elf knew it would put a normal man out for several days, so he tried to remain conscious and fight it with all he had. It was not enough, his eyes darkened beyond that of the nightwashed alley, and Kendari fell to the street.


  The White Spider agent had seen his fellows killed inside the temple, now saw his five other brothers dead at the end of the alleyway. He stared for a moment at the unconscious elf he knew as the deadly and wanted Kendari of Stillwood, and stared at the heat rippling from his longsword. He thought of the bounty. Fear and common sense took over in the dimly lit and empty street, fear that she was coming out the door any moment. He ran to his right toward the wharf district, hoping the mystical woman and the elven assassin would not find his trail in the vast metropolis of Harlaheim. He thought of how Mistress Florin would be most upset at losing eight men, especially in the middle of her political maneuvers in the castle courts. At the end of the street, the agent turned to look behind him. He saw the woman walk out of the temple, staring right at him with her blade still in hand. She looked down to the elf who was now laying on the ground, then back at him. He ran, not wanting anything to do with the woman, not one on one anyway.


  Angeline sheathed her sword at her side, looked at the dead bodies in the street, then down to Kendari who was breathing, but not moving as he lay on the cobblestones. Her code and oath to her secret order would never allow killing a helpless creature for any reason, nor leaving one to die when assistance could be offered. The maiden of the Knights Soujan felt her wounds still stinging from this abomination of an elf, and sensed the poison in his veins. She breathed deep and knelt down beside him, fighting the thoughts of ending his corrupt and unnatural life right here as an act of mercy to him and others. Angeline sheathed his heat emitting longsword, and drug him inside the empty temple by the arms. She sensed the magic from his boots, his bracers, his ring, a pendant, his cloak, and both his blades.


  “Quite an assortment of enchanted valuables you have, cursed one. I wonder how many were given to you and how many were taken from those you have killed.” she continued to pull the elf into the safety of the abandoned building. Heaving him up onto a pew, one of few that was still in one piece, Angeline Berren knelt beside the Nadderi elf and began to clear her mind to pray.


  


  


  



  


   


   


   


  Exodus II:XI


  Tower of Kalzarius, Harlaheim


  Kalzarius awoke to silence all around him, only the slow rise of the sun in the west and the fading orbs of green and white moons to the east and north caught his attention. He saw the silhouette of Cilano standing off the balcony, still and unmoving, staff lowered and posture relaxed. The old master of the arcane rose from his bed and walked toward the edge of the nineteenth floor of his tower to see the latest advances of the siege that had been ongoing for six days and nights. His anxiety was quickly relieved when he saw but a hundred soldiers posted at all four gates of his walls and safely back about a hundred feet. They were camped in tents save for a few nighttime watchmen, as were the gray guards of his own.


  “They have withdrawn master, during the night, yet I feel the siege continues simply to keep us from getting involved in something greater that transpires within the city.” Cilano opened his eyes, sensing his teacher beside him and the first rays of the sun warming his face from high above the majestic courtyard.


  “Have our men clear out their dead, organize them, and our students will levitate them over the walls to the west. We will know their intentions when the two hundred deceased are returned to them, stone and otherwise. If they attempt an attack, we remain at full defenses. If they do not, we may return our guards to the tower and solely rely on the glyphs and arcane protections against such a small force. Give the men their needed rest, and you as well.” Kalzarius concentrated and whispered a few words in the arcane which floated his darkwood staff to his hands.


  “And what of the king, should we try and make contact?” Cilano relaxed, knowing that Kalzarius had taken control of the arcane wards and senses throughout the tower and surrounding grounds.


  “No, let them come to us. In the meantime, we need to put out our spies in the city. Send the students in guises of cats, birds, rats and bats to L’Herrim Castle and the other keeps of the corrupt nobility. We will arm ourselves with the information of their plans before they come to us with various versions of it on paper. Tell them not to engage any danger or persons, merely to listen throughout the day and into evening. We are still under siege and at war with our own rulers, keep that in mind.”


  “I will go with them, for safety and precaution in case anything would happen.” Cilano took in a deep breath over the quiet Harlaheim morning.


  “Are you sure you have the energy? You have been up for two days and nights, Cilano.” Kalzarius furrowed his brow trying to dissuade his right hand wizard against taking on such a task when weariness could play a vital flaw.


  “I learned from the greatest and most powerful wizard on the continent, I am sure master Kalzarius. Do not worry for me, it is I who worry leaving an old man as the only wizard to protect the tower from siege.” Cilano laughed and patted his mentor on the shoulder as he passed by to head below and summon the students.


  “Bahh! I have been more than merciful to these royal trespassers this time. In days past I would have engulfed the sky with giant bolts of flame and lightning storms that would have-“


  “I know master, I know. I was here, remember?”


  “Yes, yes, very true. Ahhh, well here we are again, the unknown about to be known and the wreakage of another siege to be repaired. Only what motive and what went on under our noses is left to be discovered. Good luck, and be safe.” Kalzarius tried to recall his dreams now, in peace and solitude as he heard the heavy door open and close with his pupil’s passage down. “Gwenneth Lazlette, what is that staff you now hold? I could feel its great power in my dreams, and I hope it is not what I think it is.” the old arcane master was glad to know that she and her companions were alive, and that they had met with Ansharr in the mountain. His dreams were never misleading or incorrect, and Kalzarius had seen Gwenne sleeping next to her friends and clutching a staff of great old power. He had also seen the arcane marks and runes glowing faintly on their own while she slept, as if it had been working its energies on free will during the night. Kalzarius had heard and seen many a potent and cursed object of enchantment before, but none that had a mind or will of their own that acted in secret. His concern was now not the mild siege around his tower, but for his former pupil’s direction and what she was carrying. The old wizard stroked his gray and white beard and began to go through his vast memory of both the vision in his dream and his studies of ancient arcane staves. He smiled, knowing it could take days with all that he had learned and read over his long life.


  “Ahhh, sometimes to be old and wise has its drawbacks.” Kalzarius laughed to himself as he struggled to recall the markings on the staff in his dreams and compare it to something from his waking memories. His mind drifted to Ansharr, getting the feeling that it had been too long since they had spoken in closeness with one another.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The road west was small and unkempt at best, sometimes seeming nothing more than an old deer trail or long forgotten pilgrims path to nowhere worth the journey any longer. The marshes to the north held strange sounds and smells especially at night when they made camp. The open hills and forests to the west and south were illuminated by the rising sun and the view of Soujan Mountain had faded back to the east after two days of long marching. The village of Saint Tarumin, although holy and full of Aldane priests seeking seminary blessing and confirmation to begin their ordained lives, was avoided at the request of Lord Cristoff. He had stated that many knights belonging to the Order of Saint Tarumin would be there, and being seen at this point was not worth the risk. Word could spread with the best intentions of holy knights or priests if he and they were seen returning from the east together. Cristoff was concerned of who would eventually hear of it. Tired, in need of shelter and warm beds, and with but a days worth of food remaining; the group was ensured by the Lord of Saint Erinsburg that they would reach the safety of his castle and city by late afternoon.


  “How much further Cristoff? My legs be about numb and done in here.” Azenairk kept trudging the dirt path, keeping pace with the floating wizard and two armored men in front of him. He looked up at the rising sun and the horizon to the west, knowing Saberrak the gray and Lady Shinayne were scouting ahead of the rest of them as usual. Those two never seemed to tire or feel the weight of weariness from travel like the rest of them did.


  “Perhaps four or five hours before we reach the farmsteads, midafternoon at the latest, good priest.” the Lord of Saint Erinsburg was feeling the weight of his armor as well, and his age.


  “Pity that your God does not give you the power to levitate, Zen, I feel perfectly rested.” Gwenneth chuckled as she floated behind the dwarf. She had been feeling the power of the staff coursing through her for hours making it easier to hold her arcane flight without any concentration.


  “If Vundren wanted me off of the stable ground it would be so, wizard. He gives me all I need when I need it, and I s’pose he feels I be needing some hiking instead of floating.” Zen Thalanaxe grumbled as he trodded along in his heavy steel armor.


  “Well at least you know who God is, unlike poor James up there. He’s not sure if a God or a Goddess beckons him to knighthood at this point and his confused look is enough to invoke pity in almost anyone.” she whispered to the dwarf, but not low enough for James Andellis to miss the insult at his current spiritual condition.


  “I suppose to you, mighty wizard and daughter of the Lady of Vallakazz, that is most amusing!” James stopped in his tracks and whirled around at the black robed woman hovering a foot off of the earth. “At least I have spiritual quandaries to be confused over, unlike yourself who thinks of nothing but books and power.”


  “It has served me well so far, knight. Do not forget that my studies brought down an entire Altestani warship and have slain far more of our enemies than your blade, God or no God.” Gwenne’s green eyes beamed into his with not a hint of fear or intimidation behind them.


  “Enough!” Cristoff turned toward the two of them. “Discuss it after a nights rest and some warm food, maybe some wine, but not now and not here.”


  “Some wine? James would love some wine-“


  “Why is it you despise me so and insist on prodding me? I find it difficult to tolerate your incessant jests at my expense, Gwenneth. Perhaps you are just jealous that someone besides yourself has been shown some attention.” James stared at her, restraining his anger as he noticed Cristoff and Zen slowly walking back toward them.


  “You have gained much more attention and far more reward than you deserve, James Andellis. I am not jealous, but I pity you and your ability to hide the past under the rug and carry on in the name of God.” Gwenne’s face took a serious countenance as she taunted more in hopes of angering the man who carries her long deceased father’s sword. She glanced at the blade, the winged griffon crosspiece, then back at James who saw every movement of her eyes.


  James began to say something he would have regretted, but his mind made a connection between the sword and the woman, his former Lord who once was the captain of the guard in Vallakazz and the wizard before him, and he stopped for a moment to breathe. Before he could start putting things together, James and those around him all went on guard hearing yells of pain from up ahead. Not a female elven voice, and surely not the low growl of a gray minotaur, but a man in a struggle with someone and resisting with rebellious roars and howls. All four of them sprinted as fast as their legs would go toward the west over the forest covered hilltop.


  “Let me go!!! I must see my Lord, aarrgghh!!!” Norrice fought the grip of the horned beast despite an elven longblade tipped near his throat. He had not slept but a few stolen hours in a barn in the last two days as he cut through the wilderness and countryside to avoid being found. The soldier had hoped to find Cristoff before he arrived home and was killed in his own halls.


  “Hold there Saberrak, I know this man.” Cristoff ran toward the massive gray minotaur who had Norrice in a painful hold with his head pulled back and arm twisted behind his back. The Lord of Saint Erinsburg motioned for Lady Shinayne to lower her blade from the soldier’s throat and step back.


  “He was waiting in that tree there, and he is armed.” Saberrak grunted and kept the hold a little less painful for the human.


  “My Lord! You are alive, you are alive! I have been traveling for days to find you.” Norrice tried to bow his head as best as the minotaur would allow.


  “Of course he is alive. Is there reason he should not be?” Shinayne sheathed her enchanted longblade and waited for the ragged soldier to answer.


  “Well yes, and no, I’m not sure really. I do bring disturbing news my lady, my lord, and warnings.” the starving soldier was nervous, never having been held hostage by a minotaur or interrogated by a beautiful elven woman before. His mind raced on what he did and did not want to say.


  “What is it you must tell me Norrice? Saberrak, it is fine, you may let him go.” Lord Cristoff waved his hand and then helped the man to his feet.


  Norrice felt the grip release further as he rose to his feet and felt the hot breath from a loud snort of distaste and distrust from the gray minotaur. He knelt immediately after standing and bowed his head. “My Lord Bradswellen, your cousin Sir Savanno Lisario is dead.”


  Long silence between all present shrouded the uncounted moments, no one wishing to be the first to break it. Eyes glanced back and forth to one another, but mostly to the Lord of Saint Erinsburg. “And Queen Rosana?”


  Norrice sighed with his head bowed still. “Taken prisoner by the king and Lady Florin, my Lord. They beat her and cut her hair and disguised-“


  “How did this happen? Where are the rest of the men? Damn it where is my cousin!?” Cristoff lifted the soldier to his feet with a bit too much force and pressed him against a pine tree. His anger was brimming in his tone along with the redness of hate and pain in his face.


  “Sire, we rescued the queen and made it past the royal guard and the bishop. But we were separated and set up by the king. He had us ambushed just south of Saint Erinsburg my lord. I am the only one who survived. I tell you now, they are waiting for you and these fugitives. Please my lord, do not return home. They know you helped Savanno, as did Sir Sulian. My sole purpose these last few days has been to try and find you before they did, to warn you before they killed you.” Norrice began to sob, to shake, and to feel the weariness of his travels in the cold without food or shelter.


  “The queen carries Savanno’s child, she is pregnant. Richmond would be a fool to kill her and end his line of blood and claim to the throne. He would also make a vicious enemy of Caberra should Rosana’s father the king hear of it in his country. Why would he take such chances with his future rule? It does not make sense.” Cristoff was thinking aloud, trying to put the pieces together.


  “My lord. Lady Florin is disguised as the queen, her resemblance could fool most. The queen is made to look like Florin, who I believe will be-“


  “-charged with all the crimes along with my deceased cousin, and they will execute her to bring justice and therefore bolstering the king’s rule. Florin’s mask will last long enough for something tragic to happen, and frame another for that as well. He will use the pity of being betrayed, the glory of being in harms way, and the honor of doing justice to his own subordinates yet secretly disposing of any and all who have stood in his way. All the while, the people will begin to praise him. Brilliant. Wicked, evil, and brilliant.” the lord sighed, resigned to knowing his cousin was dead, the queen lost, and his very name and title waiting to be taken by blood. He thought of his wife and children far away in Caberra, and hoped it was far enough from here that they were safe. “Fabled Mooncrest and the haunted mines of Kakisteele are sounding much more hospitable than what I have in store here in Harlaheim, good priest.”


  “How can we help, Cristoff?” Zen bowed his head, thinking that without his men and military experience, they would not have survived the attack on the mountain. The dwarf took debt and gratitude very seriously.


  “I would love to charge into Harlaheim, to the capital, and demand justice and save Rosana. I do not have the men nor the luxury of time. I might not make it into my own city, let alone raise my army. There is little that can be done here.” Cristoff sat down next to the trunk of the tree, a host of pine needles crunching under his steel plate armor. He ran his fingers through his graying long hair and scratched his beard. His brow furrowed in defeat and despair, knowing he could not do anything to change what had happened or what was about to in the capital.


  Shinayne knelt next to the lord, her hand placed on his shoulderplate. “You have enemies of your family and your kingdom inside your very city. A secret siege of a wicked ruler awaits. You have lost loved ones to corruption and betrayal. You have honor on your name and nobility in your veins. Stand up.”


  “What did you say, elf?” Cristoff was shocked and insulted at the seeming order of the elven swordswoman.


  “I told you to stand up, Lord Cristoff Bradswellen the Third. Your man has nearly died trying to find you before the enemy did. Stand up for him, and for Savanno.” Shinayne backed up, seeing the anger flare in the eyes of the man before her.


  “I would watch my tone if I were you, Lady Shinayne. My men have died for you and your friends as well. I know when to stand and when not to!” his voice rose with the wind in late winter as he stood. His hand went to the hilt of his longsword and his teeth tightened as he spoke.


  “Is that a threat, my lord?”


  “It is far more than that should you disrespect me again!”


  “Seems you do have the strength to stand and fight then, Lord Bradswellen. You may thank me later.” Shinayne turned and began to walk west down the small road toward Saint Erinsburg.


  “Where are you going!?”


  The elven noblewoman turned as she kept her pace, and smiled at Cristoff and the others who began to follow her. “To your city, to stand with you and put your enemies to justice. What could be more important to a lord than to protect his land and people?”


  Cristoff sighed, smiled to the ground, and watched as Gwenneth, Zen, Saberrak, James, and even the soldier, Norrice, walked on. He looked to the sky, silently thanking God for the people he had sent in his darkest hours. The deep pain of his cousin’s death still vibrant in his chest, yet the sense of a lord’s duty came over him like a flood over the pastures of late spring. Cristoff marched ahead to make his stand. “Norrice.”


  “Yes my lord?”


  “Tell me everything, get some food, and clean yourself up. Prepare yourself, I will need every man for battle.”


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Exodus II:XII


  Bradswellen Castle, Saint Erinsburg, Harlaheim


  The setting sun behind him in the east gave little comfort as he waited for Norrice’s return from Bradswellen Castle. It had been an hour and Cristoff stared at the hundreds of men of the army of Harlaheim that patrolled his city gates and castle walls. He had never had to war against his own country, let alone in his own domain or castle. The Lord of Saint Erinsburg was patient, knowing his defenses and layout better than anyone would give him the advantage, but he needed more than just his foreign allies to overcome two hundred trained soldiers.


  “How many soldiers will your man be able to retrieve safely?” Zen asked with a bit of nervousness, knowing that with Shinayne, Saberrak and James far ahead near the castle, they would have to be well guarded to make a stand until the gates were opened.


  “He will get enough, do not worry. When the men arrive, we will march in. Gwenne, I will need you to handle the archers. While they are distracted with us, the others will enter over the north wall and open the gates from the inside. Then we move in and retake the castle with the men from the inside in assist.” the Lord of Saint Erinsburg felt confident in the plan, as long as they timed it correctly.


  “I will handle more than the archers Cristoff, far more.” Gwenneth felt the power growing in her staff, having tapped into several of the arcane glyphs over the past few days of travel. The prodigal wizard felt ages old magic and energies seeping from the ancient item, and felt herself in tune with part of it at least.


  Azenairk knelt down and faced west to pray. He laid his warhammer and enchanted helmet down before him and clutched his hammer and moons amulet. He whispered prayers to Vundren, God of his people and the mountains, for the blessings of strength in battle and mercy for those that may perish this day. Zen asked, in his thick dwarven dialect, for guidance in the hours to come and that God honor and watch over his friends. Feeling at complete peace and ease after a few minutes of silence, the dwarven priest rose and put his helmet atop his head and picked up his heavy hammer from the cold ground. His mind was clear, his body relaxed, and his spirit felt as though he had just reawakened from a restful sleep in a warm bed.


  “They are coming, Norrice and the men. Prepare yourselves.” Cristoff drew his engraved and jeweled holy longsword and admired his enchanted armor of the deceased King Herrimus that the dragon had given him. He hoped that with dwarven blessings, enchanted arms, and a mighty wizard at his side that they would have a chance to lure out most of the occupation and give Shinayne and the others a good chance to get the gate open and let the cavalry out.


  Gwenneth, Zen, and Lord Cristoff watched as a group of men snuck through the sparse forest on the north side of Bradswellen Castle. Norrice led them in a line through shadows of the setting sun and cover of the rural merchants. He crept low behind the small hill where his lord was positioned to avoid notice of the archers on the walls. He caught his breath and the weary veteran soldier knelt before Cristoff.


  “My lord, I could get but sixty-two men plus myself out safely.” as Norrice and the men surrounded the small encampment, each man bowed to his lord in amazement that he still lived.


  “Well done Norrice, well done. Gather round men, for shortly we will be marching against our own castle which, as you know, is occupied by royal guard courtesy of King Richmond the Second. We will be thanking our king in our own way, and showing him the hospitality of our swords in but a few moments.” Cristoff waited for the cheers and low roars of laughter to cease before continuing from his shelter of the trees. He could not help but smile at seeing his men ready to fight, especially against their own king. He fought the frown that dug at him at the thought of having but sixty two men.


  “My lord? How will we get past the cavalry, archers, and then through the two gates with a force one third their size?” one of his sergeants asked nervously as he checked his shield strap.


  “You see that they have the positioning and superior numbers, do you?” Cristoff smiled again. He waited for the nods and “ay’s” to quiet so that he may bolster his men’s confidence. “What you do not see is a brave knight of Chazzrynn who I have fought beside recently against overwhelming odds. Sir James Andellis will rally our cavalry once inside. You do not see a lady swordsman from the elven nation of Kilikala who is far deadlier with her blades than ten men. Shinayne T’Sarrin is ready to open the north doors upon our signal. And you do not see the minotaur warrior, Saberrak the gray. He is with them as they prepare to take the gates, once we draw out the army from behind the walls. They are in position now, waiting for us to move.”


  “But how will we survive against that many?” another soldier spoke up.


  “With help. This is Azenairk Thalanaxe, last of his family from Boraduum and a priest and fearless soldier of Vundren. He has already blessed the battle and has the strength of his God in his every swing of that warhammer, I assure you. And this is Gwenneth Lazlette, the most powerful wizard in Chazzrynn and former student of Kalzarius of Harlaheim. We could not have stronger allies men, and we will take back our castle. I cannot tell you what will happen when the king hears of his losses, or when his knights and army will come. But I can tell you that we have been beseeched by a corruption that I cannot abide. I tell you that the men that have been ordered to come are not just here to take me, but to put to the sword anyone who does not follow the wickedness of our king. We stand for more than that, we serve Saint Erinsburg and Harlaheim. Today, we fight against disloyalty and dishonor!” Cristoff raised his sword and pointed toward his own castle, passed down through his family for generation after generation. He heard his voice captivating even himself through the enchanted armor of the first king of Harlaheim. The Lord of Saint Erinsburg felt no fear, only victory and righteousness in the battle ahead. He took a knee, followed by his men, and thought deeply of his cousin Savanno Lisario. He hoped no more would die in vain for this king or his manipulations. Cristoff whispered a silent prayer to Alden the merciful for his family and his men. He had never seen his men so inspired. He looked to the armor he wore, its shining steel like mirrors from the Gods.


  “I feel like he put us up on a bit of a pedestal there, for the men to have faith and all that. Great words, and inspiring, but we don’t deserve all that glory and praise.” Zen whispered to Gwenneth so the men could not hear while they prayed.


  The prodigal wizard smiled at the dwarf. “Speak for yourself.”
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  Shinayne slinked through the shadows of the oak tree branches that hovered over the north wall of Bradswellen Castle. She crouched on a small branch only a few feet from the catwalk on the top of the outer wall, watching guards pass by every few minutes. The elven noble kept her eyes on the door below, the one she would open for Saberrak and James once the men focused their eyes on Lord Cristoff and his advance. The sun had set, leaving a beautiful purple and orange sky in the east. Shinayne drew her matched set of swords, Carice and Elicras, and readied herself for the jump to the wall and whoever she may face there. The men began yelling orders and questions at one another, and it only grew and spread more as they realized there were men missing. The archers yelled to their sergeants who yelled to the capitan in charge of the occupation of Bradswellen Castle and Saint Erinsburg. All eyes, blades, and bows went to the eastern battlements and walls as the advance of the returning Lord Cristoff was spotted. Shinayne knew her moment was now.


  The highborne elven noble leapt from the branch to the outer wall and crouched low into the shadows. She crept to the ledge of the inner wall, looked down over and saw two armored royal guard standing on either side of the door she needed to open, the door that James and Saberrak were on the other side of. The elven swordswoman leaned over the edge, feet first, then dropped over ten feet to the ground below. Her stance was perfect a half second later as her light form hit the ground and she maintained her footing. “Evening gentlemen.”


  The shocked looks upon their faces was to be their last expression as the white stone pommeled longblade and shortblade of ancient elven craftsmanship and fey enchantments cut clean through their plate armor with simultaneous slashes to the chest. The cutting of steel by something stronger and sharp beyond manmade quality echoed throughout the courtyard matched with screams of pain and the clamoring of dead men in armor. Shinayne heard the loosing of arrows away from her, and knew they had begun to fire upon Cristoff and the others. She sheathed her curved shortblade and pulled the heavy iron bar aside and opened the door.


  “What took so long elf?” Saberrak roared as he entered, greataxe in one hand and curved shamshir in the other. James followed the horned warrior inside, broadsword drawn and shield up.


  “No time, the archers have begun. James, get the cavalry and soldiers from inside, Saberrak you take the south side, I will take the north and we meet at the gate!” Shinayne saw the men pointing from the courtyard, dozens of soldiers had noticed them, and dozens would have to perish so that they could get those gates open. She drew her off hand shortblade as Saberrak roared ahead toward the charging men.


  James ran with sword in hand toward the western keep where he knew the soldiers of Saint Erinsburg would be. Arrows fired out from the castle walls and inward toward him. The whistling projectiles went past his head, into the ground at his feet, and not once did he look or slow his pace. Two armored guards appeared from the barrack doors he was running toward, yet he still kept his momentum. As the sweat ran down his brow and the sides of his face, the knight of Chazzrynn dove sideways between their raising bladed polearms, crashing into their shoulders and knocking the three of them tumbling to the stone floor inside.


  James rolled on his shield and sprung to his feet first, turning to face his opponents as they struggled to draw their rapiers and stand up in their heavy plate armor. He saluted the soldiers with his broadsword, allowed them to stand, and stepped forward with purpose. The first yell of the soldiers was followed by diving plunges of their now drawn rapiers, one was deflected by James’ shield, the other he dodged with a small step to his left. He returned their attacks with crosscuts and wide slashes to back them up near the doors they had just fallen through. As the steel rang on steel, the veteran knight lowered his head and shoulder behind his shield and changed his attacks to sharp quick stabs and plunges of his blade to the soldier on his right, piercing through his armor twice before he dropped to the ground. The remaining soldier grabbed the shield with his free hand and tried to pin James against the wall and force his blade into James’ stomach. The broadsword met the rapier, crossguard to crossguard, and the two men were locked together in a struggle of strength and ferocity.


  The knight of Chazzrynn pushed with all of his muscle to get the soldier back away from his pinned position against the wall. He gave one more shove, then turned to his left as the man leaned forward. The soldier lunged face first into the wall, then felt the cold steel of a blade penetrate his ribs from the side. He turned to face James Andellis, but another sting of steel swept through his armor and chest. The warm blood poured out inside his armor, as did his strength to stand. As James turned from the falling man, he let out a yell, a cry to battle, from a deep inner voice that even Saberrak would have noticed.


  “Hhaaaa!!!” he faced the long torchlit halls that led to the barracks and stables of Bradswellen Castle.


  “Men of Saint Erinsburg! Your Lord fights in the eastern fields of the castle, and he fights with but sixty men against hundreds! I am Sir James Andellis, knight of Chazzrynn, and I call you to battle for Cristoff Bradswellen the Third! By horse, by shield, and by the sword, we go to war! Defend Saint Erinsburg!” James yelled then turned toward the wooden stable doors as dozens upon dozens of men emerged from many halls and quarters to see who it was that was calling them. They had been kept here by the royal guard, shocked looks upon their faces. Not waiting for questions or a count of who was with him and who was not, the veteran knight of the south mounted a brown painted stallion and charged the courtyard. He heard many horses behind him being mounted, and knew that his blade was not the only flash of steel thirsting for the charge of battle in Saint Erinsburg.
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  Gwenne spoke the words of arcane protections as the archers let their arrows loose from the walls of Bradswellen Castle. Transparent energy shadowed the forefront of the advancing soldiers of Lord Cristoff, and the prodigal wizard felt the arcane flowing through her and the staff of Imoch almost effortlessly. The ancient runes on the white wood staff glowed a rich red in places, green in others, and Gwenneth barely concentrated as the arrows ricochet off of the invisible moving barrier that surrounded them. Her thoughts went to how easily it would be to make the barrier solid and hard as stone in but a few arcane words through the staff. “Vianna ver hethuum!” the barrier parted high above the marching soldiers, Azenairk, and Lord Cristoff. Gwenneth squeezed her free hand into a fist while the gemstone atop the staff glowed with a fire orange swirling heat. She opened her green eyes as she walked, opened her hand, and set loose a stream of flame that arced through the opening in the protective arcane shield and impacted into the upper wall of the castle. The eruption lit the eastern wall aglow with flames and blasting rays of light as half a dozen archers ignited and were hurled to their demise on the courtyard floor. Smiling at the ease of the arcane incantations and flow of magic the ancient staff had empowered her with, Gwenne began to chant more words and close her fist again.


  “Azenairk, take thirty men to the left when they charge, I will take to the right and we meet at the gate when it is open!” Cristoff kept his march steady as arrows aimed for him and his men bounced off of the mystical barrier above them and streaking blasts of magical fire were returned to his own castle walls by the potent prodigal wizard behind him. The gates were still closed as the outer soldiers and cavalry formed up by the hundreds to charge the mere sixty men at his command.


  “Young Lazlette, are you certain you will break their charge?” Cristoff spoke over his armored shoulder as he drew his longsword.


  “They will crush themselves into a wall as hard as stone, you just cannot see it yet. I need no protection, my Lord, stay with your plan and do not interrupt me.” Gwenne let loose a handful of green and purple gas that sprayed from her fingertips and seeped through the air like a string of serpents toward the high walls that the archers still waged war from.


  “I would like my castle in one piece, wizard.”


  “Noted, my lord.”


  “She will do more than break the charge Cristoff, I can attest to that.” Zen raised his hammer and began to veer to the left with half the soldiers following in tow.


  “Keep you pace steady men, draw your swords, and be ready to fight for your city once the cavalry have been stopped. Show no fear, have courage and honor! We make for the gates on my order!” the thundering of a hundred horsemen followed by that many again royal guard behind them forced Lord Cristoff to yell his orders to the men. He looked to the castle gate, still not open and the barrage of arrows and magic continued above him. The formation of the occupation from the king began their advance. “Alden help us and help our friends inside.”
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  Shinayne cut through the armor of another plate armored guard of Harlaheim, Carice doing its work clean into the ribs and chest of the man as she deflected a rapier slash from another guard with the shorter blade, Elicras. Two more armored Harlian men charged her as she weaved her way through slashing steel toward the gate. The elven swordswoman ducked a rapier, rolled under a whirling polearm blade, and spun as she stood. Her matched elven blades caught a rapier thrust intended for her chest and her crossed swords held the enemy weapon for a split second. Her eye caught the other three men moving after her to surround and she plunged her sword tips through the shoulderplates of her adversary and dropped to her back. His fall forward with the elf was pushing the blades in deeper, Shinayne kicked her feet up and hurled her opponent as he screamed, his heavy armored weight launched over her and into two of the charging guards behind. Up on her feet in an instant, the elven noble spun Elicras across and down blindly, stopping the rapier of the third Harlaheim royal guard and followed with the longer blade through his unprotected neck. Kicking him to the ground as he gurgled to his end, Shinayne looked across the courtyard amidst the fiery explosions above on the wall, to match her timing with that of Saberrak the gray. Three more guards with many more behind them marched toward the elven woman as she paused. Spinning her enchanted blades in her gloved hands and feeling their weightless perfection and balance, Shinayne smiled and breathed deeply. Centered and in perfect stance, she waited for Saberrak to move, to keep in step with her minotaur counterpart on the other side of the courtyard.


  “Aaarrrggghhh!” the guard felt his shoulder rip from its socket as the hulking gray minotaur threw him like a bag of manure into the castle wall. His impact caused the wall to shake and several stones to chip and fall onto his armored body. Still alive, yet broken, the Harlian soldier looked up from his numb position on the courtyard floor in the middle of a surprise battle. As he gazed to the darkening sky, the shadow of the horned warrior cascaded over him, as did the cleave of a greataxe into his chest.


  His curved shamshir, taken from the Altestani vessel over a month ago, spun through the air and landed through the plate of another royal guard’s abdomen. Saberrak placed two hands on the shaft of his double bladed greataxe, lowered his shoulders and horns, and charged the mass of adversaries that stood between him and the gate. He saw the polearms lowered by half a dozen men in armor, ready to spear him as he ran in for the kill. The gray minotaur leapt into the air early, landed inches before the wall of blades and spears, and rolled low underneath them just as they had raised up in anticipation. On his knees in the middle of more men than he could count, Saberrak whirled the greataxe through the mass of thighs and legs, severing the appendages of three armored Harlians in one brutal swing. He rolled again, over the blood splattered screaming men, then turned and stood to charge again. Saberrak could see the fear in the eyes behind their helmets and he saw the shaking on the long shafts that held the blades and pointed steel tips meant for his body.


  His rage took over, his huffs and growls became louder and bestial, and he charged again. This time his leap over the long weapons was real, several of them cut through his steel scale armor, but he did not care. The axe swung down in mid jump, slicing the head of one of his opponents in two. The blood covered his axe and face as he landed on his feet right behind the terrified men of Harlaheim. Grabbing one of the polearms, the horned warrior slammed one of the men into another with his brute strength and chopped down into a third with his axe, cleaving off an armored arm at the shoulder. Another, another, and yet more bladed spears deflected off of his armor, then one finally stabbed deep into his thigh right below the scale protection. Saberrak bellowed in anger, not pain, and swung his axe through the enemy weapons which snapped easily from the sharpened blades and muscle of the gray minotaur. Before they could draw their rapiers, horns plunged into one guard, an axe into the other, and the last man standing in front of the raging gray minotaur felt his throat grabbed and crushed as blood poured from his mouth and nose.


  The faint sound of charging horses, blended with more armored guards, yells from the elven woman across the courtyard, and explosions of fire mixed with screams of battle slowly brought Saberrak out of the bloodlust carnage he was buried in. He looked to the gate, dropped the bodies he held in hand and horns, and ran for the gate. His leg was losing blood, almost as much as he had covered over him from the men he had killed. The gray hulking minotaur dropped his axe and hit the gate with such force that stone chipped and fell from the mountings above. He lifted the crossbars of solid iron, heaving with his legs, arms, and chest. Clink by clink, heave by grunting bestial heave, slowly the portcullis began to raise. His eyes glowed blue, shimmering with illuminated mist. He felt no pain, none at all.


  Shinayne saw the first horse charging from the barracks and knew that it was James without a second thought. Having a dozen men around her on the ground defeated by her elven blades and decades upon decades of training, the elven swordswoman charged across the courtyard to intercept the men that had rallied behind Saberrak. With only moments before the cavalry would reach the open gates held up by the minotaur, Shinayne realized that Saberrak would be speared in his vulnerable position as James led the men of Saint Erinsburg out to the field of battle. She dove across and under the reach of the weapons intended for the minotaur’s back. Facing five armored guards in close, the highborne elf dodged her head under two dealy stabs of the points, then ducked two sweeping cuts with the blades at the end of the long shafts the men wielded. She stepped back to avoid the fifth guard’s attack, then lunged forward and plunged Carice into the sternum of the sergeant in the middle as Elicras thrust into the neck of the man to his right. The screech of ancient steel through steel armor sparked and echoed as Shinayne withdrew her weapons and deflected three more attacks meant for the minotaur holding the portcullis high. Her parries were perfect, yet the force of the two handed spear-like weapons against her blades forced her back to back with Saberrak. Just as she cut again with short precise cuts in close quarters, the golden hilted broadsword of James Andellis cut through the back shoulder of one of her adversaries.


  James kept his charge, ducking the portcullis spikes that the minotaur had raised above his head and heard the men behind him cut down the armored royal guard of Harlaheim that stood against his friends in the courtyard. Arrows loosed from the walls toward he and the uncounted men behind him on horse. Fiery cinders and explosions blasted the archers above him on the castle catwalks and battlements. Raising his sword toward the purple sunset in the east, with the charge of cavalry behind him, James lowerd his head and kicked his steed to full run. He saw a stone wall that had a mass of hundreds of cavalry and soldiers in front of it, and it was glowing with orange and red heat. Outnumbered more than three to one, the knight of Chazzrynn bravely charged the field to the aid of Lord Cristoff. Zen and Gwenneth Lazlette, who were standing their ground against overwhelming odds, were barely visible in the close quarters of battle.
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  Azenairk Thalanaxe lowered his shield after the soldier had struck it a third time and whipped his shoulder around. The warhammer landed dead center into the chest of the soldier, knocking him out of breath as his sternum and ribs cracked, and he hit the grassy ground with a thud and crunch of heavy armor. Zen rounded the summoned wall of arcane stone and heat, two dozen men behind him, and came face to face with a scattered army of cavalry and footmen four times that. The dwarven priest raised his hammer, took a breath next to the glowing wall that Gwenne had brought to stop the direct charge, and noticed the gleam of a sword. He squinted his eyes to focus, and saw James on horseback some three hundred feet and closing with a line of cavalry with him. “The cavalry approaches from the castle, charge!” Zen yelled over the chaos of battle enough for all to hear and ran into the opposing army.


  The longsword pulled free of the cavalryman as he and horse toppled over to the side. Cristoff marched forward with his men into the thick heat of battle. The Lord parried to his left and riposted with a slash across the chest to a charging soldier. Before he could step he raised his blade high to deflect another attack from a horseman charging past. Lowering his guard, the veteran Lord of Saint Erinsburg chopped two thrusting rapiers in front of him, then cut across with a sweeping high arc, catching the flank of one of the two adversaries. He continued his turn, lowering his stance, and then cleaved the leg off of the second soldier below the knee and finished him with a downward stab through the chest as he hit ground. Pulling his sword free again from an enemy body, he looked to his remaining men and the charging cavalry led by James Andellis of Chazzrynn. Knowing that his men would not last much longer unless the Harlaheim army fully turned their attention to James, Cristoff looked to Gwenne behind the stone wall.


  “Forget the archers! I need time here on the field!” his enchanted armor boomed his voice over the deafening field of clamoring war loud enough for the barely guarded wizard to hear. Seeing her nod, Cristoff marched forward again with his remaining men and plunged his blade deep into a passing horseman.


  “Herli asmandi guthrendi oohm!” Gwenne Lazlette raised her staff, another of her Harlain bodyguards dropped from the cut of a passing cavalryman from the royal army, leaving her with two. The staff glowed a brighter green from the gem atop it and deeper red from the runes carved into the white ancient wood. The ground below the back half of the opposing army turned soft, like thick mud with no bottom, and the men and horses slowed, stumbled, and fell into the morass of what was solid cold ground a moment before. “Guthar sesmandi hernoom!” her voice echoed over the field as the soft ground full of a third of the enemy force began to scream and freeze. The ground had hardened moments after it had softened, trapping them and their horses in solid earth anywhere from ankle to waist.


  Gwenneth heard the clash of the charge led by James mere seconds after the ground had become ground again, but then her two guardians fell to the blades of six soldiers that had made it past Lord Cristoff and her spells, leaving her surrounded and alone behind the battle. The six soldiers, one of them a capitan by the crown and chevrons design on his armor, pointed their blades inches from the prodigal wizard.


  “On your knees woman!” the capitan of the occupying army had seen enough of her arcane power, but knew the king would want her as a prisoner.


  “Very well, capitan.” Gwenne replied with a smile and a flash of her green eyes that matched the emerald flash from the top of the staff of Imoch in her hand. Her body sunk into the ground as she empowered the staff to repeat the spell she had just cast moments earlier. The swords dove and slashed at her, but too late as she melded into the soft ground at her feet and disappeared. Suddenly, the hot glowing rock wall exploded near the center sending splinters of stone and heat and a veil of black smoke into the air. Gwenne stood amidst the rubble with her staff pointed toward the men and a menacing look on her face as her body rose into the air slowly. “Now, on your knees men!”


  Just as they turned to charge, her hand tightened into a fist and a wave of translucent energy erupted from her hand. Bone breaking snaps, armor tearing force, and howls of pain flowed from the gasping throats of the soldiers and their capitan as they fell to their knees on the cold ground. “Vishroon han valish!” Gwenneth raised her palm and through the staff she grabbed six weapons from the nearby field of battle from the fallen. The array of polearms, spears, and swords glowed with a green acrid light and moisture as they spun with lightning speed into the air and plunged down into the helpless Harlian men who lacked the power to move their broken legs. The weapons impaled them to the cold earth as the green acidic vapors choked them with every deep breath full of terrified scream they let out. The twitching overtook the screams and moans of the dying men, and Gwenneth turned with a twirl of her black robes to face the army on the other side of the arcane wall of smoldering rock. The prodigal wizard concentrated on the staff once more, and a dozen swirling blades and weapons swirled around her and began to glow with orange flames as she hovered into the foray. She had never seen power like she felt at this moment.


  James cut down an enemy soldier from his horse, then deflected a polearm strike from his left with the enchanted round steel shield. His horse trembled as a spear was thrust into its flank, then another. James reared the horse up, freeing the speartips, then cut down through one into its wielder’s helmet across the face sending him to the ground in horrific pain. Pulling the reins back, the knight of Chazzrynn withdrew his injured steed as the men lined ahead of him and his cavalry.


  “Do not follow me, wait until I reach the wall! Haah!” James gave his orders and charged ahead into a wall of waiting spears held by men near the strange stone wall of the wizard. Dozens of enemy eyes turned to see the madman from Chazzrynn charge into the center of the battle with a dying horse, and straight at a solid wall. The veteran soldier saw Gwenne emerge to his right with a swirl of weapons on fire around her in the air. He glanced to his left to see Zen leading his men to drive the flanked enemy further into the still massing cavalry of Saint Erinsburg. In his peripheral vision far to the right, James saw Lord Cristoff doing much the same as the dwarf, all of them needing a little distraction, just a moment, to allow the rest of his horsemen to break the lines of the enemy that surrounded them. He smiled, he stood up onto the saddle of his steed that was charging into certain death. “Aaarrrhhh!” his yell and charge caught more attention tha he had hoped.


  Just before the horse impacted into a wall of blades and waiting spears, James leapt through the air off the back of his charging stallion. He should have fallen into the stone wall amidst a score of enemy soldiers, but as he raised his shield, the arcane enchantments floated his momentum ahead instead of down. Gliding at charge speed above the weapons and reach of the enemy, he planted his feet at the rock wall edge and skidded down its length as he lowered the magical shield given to him by the dragon of Soujan Mountain. He heard the crash of the horse through polearms and spears and then the sound of stallion and stone wall a second later. All eyes upon him for that moment, he raised his broadsword into the air and dove from the wall landing the edge into the chest of an enemy soldier. “To Lord Cristoff!”


  Feeling his boots heat up from the enchanted rock he had run across, James Andellis turned the wall as his cavalry let out a roar and battle cry and crashed through the stunned and flanked enemy troops. He looked up, Gwenne right above him, levitating five feet in the ari surrounded by whirling weapons and flame.


  “Nice jump knight, shame about the horse.” Gwenne had a smile and glow to her eyes that must have been caused by the arcane powers she was using, for it looked most unnatural.


  “Nice wall wizard, shame it burned my bootheels to cinders.” James scuffed his boots in the cold grass as steam and smoke rose from them.


  “Well who in their right mind would leap onto a glowing orange magical wall summoned by me?”


  “Good point.” James marched toward Lord Cristoff and the rest of his men, broadsword at the ready. He watched as the cavalry kept streaming from the castle gates, and very soon, the numbers of the enemy were lessened, the count of Saint Erinsburg soldiers surpassed them, and the calls for surrender were heard. Cheers went up, royal blades dropped to the field, and the last rays of purple light sunk past the horizon to the east.
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  Shinayne T’Sarrin pulled Carice free of the archer on top of the catwalk above the portcullis of Bradswellen Castle, his body slumping to the stone floor below with the six others she had defeated once the fiery onslaught of Gwenne had ceased. The elven swordswoman surveyed the courtyard now that the remaining archers had fled the castle walls or died by her blades. The iron gate was closed again and Saberrak stood surrounded by the bodies of many armored guards, most of them unmoving in the slightest. She turned as the last rays of sunlight disappeared behind the horizon, and saw the slow march of James, Gwenne, Zen, and Cristoff with a host of prisoners and perhaps fifty men on foot and horse loyal to Saint Erinsburg. She sheathed her matching longblade and short blade and walked quickly down the steps where she was met by twenty men that had just approached from the barracks.


  “Halt elf, stand down minotaur! Lay down your weapons!” one of the men of Saint Erinsburg spoke up as the twenty slowly surrounded Shinayne and Saberrak.


  The elven noble looked to her blood covered companion whose heavy breathing was blowing the wisps of hair on one of the dead soldiers at his feet. She saw the terror in the eyes of the men, and rightly so. “Saberrak, drop your axe, these men will not hurt us. They are just afraid of you, they mean us no harm.” her words were soft, yet stern. She could tell the fight had not even begun to take a toll on the minotaur, his rage and endurance had no bounds. She did not fear for him or herself, but that these innocent men, despite their number, would not live long if they threatened the horned gladiator.


  “They had better know friend from foe, and drop their weapons, elf.”


  “I said stand down beast! Drop your axe now!” the Harlian man quivered as he raised his voice and approached the gray hulking warrior with his bladed spear directed at its chest. His twenty men, still in prison garb, followed hesitantly.


  “Or what, human? Do you not see the bodies at your feet? Perhaps you care to be yet anoth-“


  “Saberrak the gray of Unlinn!” Shinayne slapped Saberrak across his bovine snout and glared into his eyes, glowing blue again she noticed. “They are afraid of you, but I am not! Drop your axe for me then. Cristoff and the others will be here shortly, I promise.”


  The gray gladiator took a breath and let out a huff of steam on the cold winter evening, tossed his axe to the ground. He wiped some of the blood from his face and horns, then placed his hand on the throbbing gash in his thigh that still pumped blood slowly down his boot. It had healed some, on its own. “You realize, had I wanted to, I could have killed every single-“


  “Enough! I know, they know! This is not the arena my horned friend, it is not. We are victorious here, and these men do not know we are allies of their lord. All they know is that you and I just killed at least thirty men, and you look like something that is not had its fill of bloodshed. Calm yourself, the fight is over Saberrak. It is over.” Shinayne placed her hand on his shoulder and tried to get the tattood warrior to meet her gaze. He did, the blue fading, his chest relaxing, her hand on his shoulder seeming to help.


  The men scrambled to raise the portcullis as cheers went up at the sight of Lord Criistoff Bradswellen the Third. Lanterns and torches lit quickly, men and women from the city straggled in large groups having heard and seen the sounds of battle at the nearby castle. Cristoff rode in next to Norrice, James, Gwenne, and Azenairk and more yells and cheers went into the night.


  “It is a sad day, my people, my men, when your own king seeks to dishonor himself and his kingdom. By Alden’s light and mercy, and a few trusted friends, we have run aground our ruler’s plans for defiling Saint Erinsburg and our pledge to Harlaheim. Rest well tonight my men, for towmorrow we prepare to defend our city from the armies of the king that he will surely send. Give word throughout the city and the fields, every man is called to arms!” Cristoff bowed to all around him, and then to the surrounded elven woman and the gray minotaur.


  “And them, my Lord?” the brave sergeant that was held prisoner pointed toward their captives.


  “My trusted allies and deadly warriors, thank Alden they are on our side sergeant. It would be unwise to surround them with less than fifty. Send word to the church that priests are needed for tending to the injured and prayer for the dead.” Cristoff dismounted and walked straight to James Andellis. He gave a slight bow and smile, then shook his hand, forearm to forearm. “Amazing display, Sir James of Chazzrynn. I wish I had knights like you in my service, well fought, well won.”


  “Thank you, my lord. Well planned by you, I just followed my orders.” James smiled, this having been the first major battle that he had charged into, lead men bravely, and more than just himself had survived. He looked to the sky, then to the forest outside by mistake, and thanked God silently for victory.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Exodus II:XIII


  Prison Under Castle L’Herrim, City of Harlaheim


  “When all seems dark and without hope, when there is nothing to cling to save faith and air, know that there is always someone listening should one ask for divine assistance. Be it mysterious, possible coincidence, or sworn blind luck, God always answers with his will.”-from “Sermons over the Carisian”, a book of prayers of the eastern monastaries, by Father Garret D’Ourmas 335 A.D.


   


  Yari looked up from his rat hole of a chamber that Florin had given him all these years, he had fallen asleep reading his torn and dilapidated spellbook once again. Pieced together with yarn and written most of the time with little light, the old wretched and foul smelling wizard could barely make out his own pages somedays. Days, he thought, what was sunlight anyway? He had not seen it nor felt it in uncounted time. His frazzled strands of hair and beard were a mess, yet he had not the care for hygiene or appearance. Yari had heard something, something besides the tormenting whines and sobs of the former queen who lay in wait of the blade and crowd. No, this was not Rosana, nor the pesky sprites and spirits that crept in from time to time to tie his hair in knots. He heard footsteps, ever so faint that they could go away should one not concentrate on them, but Yari knew someone was here.


  His mind was racing with what it could be, since the house wizard for the White Spider in Harlaheim had many glyphs and traps that should have gone off and alerted him if the creature was larger than a rat. Yari drew his gnarled wand of petrified blackroot vine and skulked past the cells into the hallway. He looked into the cell with Rosana who was sleeping rather peacefully at the moment, curled into a ball in the corner. Yari pinched himself in the arm to make sure he was not sleepwalking again. No, the pain solidified that this was real, so he walked further on down the corridor. “Hello there? Who has come to visit old Yari then?”


  “Me, old friend, and you have seen better days I see.” the black robes with gray and white lines and arcanes design of the highest quality flowed down the steps at the opposite end of the hallway. Kalzarius gently walked down the hall, his long white and gray speckled beard and hair seemed motionless in the still dead air of the place. “You have found yourself in a prison, working for the foulest of company Yari, but it was not always so.”


  Barely able to breathe or swallow, Yari began to bow, his eyes began to tear, then he straightened up as memory took over. “You saw to it old master, that I was banned from any academy or arcane tutelage long ago. What was I to do?” Yari walked forward, step to step, with the advancing great Kalzarius. He concentrated on the wand and felt the arcane energy flow into his hand as a faint yellow glow emitted from the gnarled item of magical focus.


  Kalzarius’ staff of dark brown wood and ancient runes came alive with green light a moment later, yet neither man let their gaze or step change one bit. “You should have stopped researching ways to bring your family back through vile and forbidden rites. Perhaps, you could have gotten past it and learned from it. There were other ways Yari. Now you have the queen prisoner my students have told me. I came to talk-“


  “You came to destroy me and see me fail once more by your word or deed! I know you, great Kalzarius and your mighty tower. Yes I know why you are here. You will have to do better than prey on my conscience to get past Yari. I have grown strong in these decades, and my research has never ceased.” Yari was jittery now, having lied about his research and power, having been caught working to imprison a noble monarch, and having his former master here in front of him. The old wizard thought of his decades of failed study, his lost family, and his pathetic life. He smiled as he walked, not fifty feet away from Kalzarius now. Yari stopped, closed his eyes, and thought of the queen.


  “I came to negotiate Yari. Had I wanted you dead, my students could have done the-“


  “If I destroy you, then I am proven to not be a waste of arcane study and life. And if I die by the hand of the great Kalzarius of Harlaheim, well, tis a good way to go for a wizard, eh?”


  “You are insane, my old friend. This is not why I came down to this filthy hole. I came to discuss getting the queen and you out of here. I came out of respect for a former student who lost his way after a terrible tragedy that he could not forget.” the master of the arcane readied his staff as he saw the eyes of Yari turn yellow and gold with arcane energy. “Do not do this Yari, I will have no choice.”


  “You already have no choice Kalzarius! Die old man!” Yari pointed his fingers at the old teacher of the arts and released three spiraling bolts of yellow arcane force, one from his hand and one from each eye. Before he knew if they had hit, his wand shot a crackling beam of arcing yellow light that illuminated the hallway and burned the eyes of both wizards.


  The light dwindled a moment later, and Kalzarius stood with his palm out, glowing green having absorbed the deadly spiral bolts. The old master pointed his staff and sprayed a shower of green orbs down the hallway. As they neared Yari, they exploded in green acidic mist that coated the area and his adversary. Metal bars slowly corroded, stone sizzled, yet Yari laughed, seemingly unaffected. “Too predictable, old friend.”


  Yari touched a pernmanent glyph on his forearm that was an arcane seal against magical acids. “You think I would forget my lessons? Lishim, taharat mivvin!” the wizard of the White Spider threw his hands up then forward, releasing black and silver streaks of life draining luminescent energy that twirled toward Kalzarius.


  “Kith kavvar!” Kalzarius replied with a shield of white light that spun and absorbed the spell completely, but Yari was casting again already. The noise of chanted words and blasting arcane energies colliding was deafening and cacophonous. Orange balls of flame smashed into arcs of lightning and swarms of hail. Forbidden necromantic black rays and shadow orbs were launched into white walls of force and enchanted light from glistening arcane sleet. Blast after bolt, ray after terrible exploding beam, the two old wizards threw their skills and energies at one another with old resentment and masterful precision.


  Rosana lay in her curled fetal position with her hands over her ears and eyes shut tight. The queen of Harlaheim forgot for a moment the swollen face and eye she had, her chopped off hair, and her starving and frail state of health. All she knew was that there was a firefight of magical powers that she could feel, hear, even smell, going on right outside her cell. She screamed, but not loud enough to breach the deafening roars of the arcane war raging. Sobbing now as the battle ensued, she wiped her eyes and watched smoke billowing in different colors and forms in the prison making breathing difficult. Rosana stood and went to the bars, tears streaming down her face. All she could see was the silhouette of her captor and the flashes of light and power bursting in front of him. She strained on the bars to see past the old wretch as to whom he was dueling with. To her shock and surprise, the bars pushed open, were pulled open in fact. A modest pop as the cell door opened from a man of immense size. His deep dark eyes looked at hers, his long black beard hung over his loose white tabard. She had never seen him before, but for some reason he seemed kind and familiar. She stood silent in the spreading smoke, and he walked away without a word. Rosana blinked, then came to as if from a dream, and he was gone. The blasts of arcane war ahead brought her to the here and now.


  The queen of Harlaheim stood still for a moment, waiting for someone or something to happen, to stop what she was about to do. Nothing. The fight went on, nearly two minutes had passed she figured since it began, yet it seemed like hours. Rosana stepped out into the corridor, trembling and scared, then turned toward the right and ran barefoot as fast as she could into the dark passages under Castle L’Herrim. She did not stop to look back, she made not a sound, and kept moving through stairs and tunnels that seemed to be designed as a crypt. She saw light from a grate over head, a grate that was slid off partially as if someone had used it to come in and out of. It was dark outside, cold too, but the queen climbed the chains that held an archaic and rusty chandelier to the top of an empty underground chamber. Pulling herself up with her arms and legs, holding onto the chains for dear life, Rosana climbed out the grate and into the city that she once ruled. Covered in blood, dirt, rust, and tears, Rosana ran through the nighttime streets, sure that she was being followed, and into the nearest building she could find. She opened the door to the royal stables, turned in quickly, shut the door behind her, and laid her back against it. Her sobs began again, for now she felt more helpless and more at risk than ever before. And she was all alone in a dark stable in the middle of the night.


  Kalzarius pointed his index finger and concentrated on the staff in his left hand, sensing the protective magicks working from the runes that he had activated silently during the duel. “Hashiana tethuri!” red lightning arced from wall to wall to ceiling and even the floor, chipping chunks of old mildewy gray stone from their solid hold. Dust flew and craters blasted out of the passageway as the electric swirls of heat and force landed into Yari. The old wretched necromancer gritted his teeth as his robes and chest burned. Then he pushed his wand into the red blasts of arcane energy, the wand flashed yellow with a soothing sick light that seemed to diminish the painful magical attack.


  “Surrender Yari, you have nothing left that can surprise me.” Kalzarius walked closer, staff glowing green in front of him, palm raised and ready to unleash even more arcane force should he need to.


  “You are dead wrong Kalzarius, I have spells you would not dare to master in your pretty white tower!” Yari’s chest was black and burned, as were his stank robes, yet he walked closer, wand raised and fingers pointed toward his enemy. He thought of the words of a foul forbidden summoning that produced life draining cold from the shadows themselves, unstoppable by any arcane means. The price was high, as Yari would age several years he could ill afford as part of the casting pact with the spirits of the dead that the spell connected to. He cared not, for to see Kalzarius beg for mercy on his knees, the old student would sacrifice almost anything. Yari stared at the smoke filled corridor and the shadow that the torches produced off of Kalzarius. “Githmoori gianvi gissel Ul—“


  Hearing the words of dark incantation that he recognized, Kalzarius focused on the stairs behind Yari quickly. “Feshrool!” he vanished and appeared behind his former banished pupil, struck his staff forward and concentrated on hurling Yari toward the spot he had been standing in a moment before. As Yari was thrust forward into the shadows, they sprung alive with silver sparks and outlines that swarmed him as he tumbled across the stone floor. “Alavinia tethur tethada!” the old master chanted as the screaming began. Not wishing to see his former student devoured by the infernal shadows that would rip him to bones, he launched a series of white orbs of pulsating ice and force into the ceiling above the horrific scene about to occur. The stones cracked and crumbled, one after another, blow after arcane blow, covering the passage nearly to the top. Only the hissing of dark animated shadows from the nether realms was audible when the dust settled. Kalzarius knew it was only a matter of moments before the shadows finished Yari’s corpse, and then came for the nearest mortal they could detect; his time was little. He would have to teleport his presence back to the safety of the tower and let the spell run its course.


  “My queen?! Queen Rosana?! Where are you my lady? We must hurry!” the old wizard looked in each cell, seeing foul prisoners, murderers, all men. There were no women here at all, but there was one cell that was open and empty, the metal melted by acid recently and broken open. Hearing the motion of enchanted shadows from hell clattering the rockpile behind him, Kalzarius knew he had to leave for he had no power to do much but slow the demonic darkness that had been summoned. He turned, seeing red eyes and silver streaks in the dark that could only be destroyed by means he did not possess at the moment, the old wizard hung his head. He glanced at the pile, the empty cell that his student spies had told him the queen was held in, then to the screaming hisses of the netherworld bent on devouring him. “Damn it! Feshrool!” he vanished into the temporal existence between there and his tower for a moment, then felt whole and safe a moment later in the study of the eighteenth floor.


  “Master, master! Where is the queen, are you allright?” Cilano rushed to his master’s side as soon as he heard the hum of the arcane transportation.


  “I am fine Cilano, I am fine. The queen has escaped into the city I fear, or is somewhere under it. I could not find her.”


  “And the foul wizard that was guarding her?”


  “Yari, a former student of mine, before your time I am afraid. He is dead, unfortunately, he left me with no choice.” Kalzarius thought of the terrible pain Yari had gone through when his family was killed all those decades ago and how it changed him and his studies. “He had been dead a long time to this world, my student, now he can rest with his loved ones, I hope. We will find the queen, send our scouts now that the siege is quiet, and send the students again. She could not have gotten far."


  “As you wish, master.” Cilano turned and walked away to head downstairs. He stopped, feeling that Kalzarius was saddened or disturbed by something, then dismissed it and carried on to organize the hunt for Queen Rosana.


  “Poor Yari, one of many caught in the dirty politics of the kingdom. One of many wasted lives that had such promise. Megos, if you can hear me up there in Marthentine, your home on Carice the white moon, please let his death not be in vain and keep Rosana safe.” Kalzarius bowed his head, knowing that since Rosana had been a prisoner once again, then Savanno and Sulian must have failed. He had hoped to see them locked up as well. The old wizard knew, against his hopes, that they must have been killed.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The first warm morning breeze marked the beginning of spring and the stained glass windows and heavy wooden doors to Castle L’Herrim were open. Light and fresh air poured in for the first time in over three months, refreshing the rather empty throneroom. Richmond sat in his throne, watching the tapestries decorated with the crown and rose of Harlaheim flit in the slow breeze. His red robes and regal long draped style of lordship was nearly matched by Florin’s white gowns that trailed behind her almost six feet. Her hair braided with Rosana’s to hide the ruse, her face veiled slightly with the finest lace, and for once she did not have a weapon in her grip. The young king noticed her twitching and wringing her hands in anxiety of being dressed in such a manner to which she was not accustomed. Her hands needed something to do, a blade to grip, and her breathing was short and fast.


  “Be calm, my queen, no one will be able to tell from the balcony. Besides, they will be all too busy watching Bishop Javiel and the treacherous Seneschal Florin receive the guillotine for treason. Just act regal and wave a bit. Hold my hand, smile, and do not speak.” the king reached his hand out to Florin who sat in the queen’s throne.


  “How soon will this be over, Richmond?” she gazed with disgust at the young pointy nosed noble, and just as she had hoped for an answer to the effect of very short, Sir Sebastian stalked in past the royal guard and into the throne room. His long black tabard and swinging rapier seemed as imposing as his long braids of brown curls and the scars across his face from years of battle. He was followed by the younger Sir Phillip whose stern looks of intensity were a sign of obvious insecurity at something. A moment later it was revealed as the loyal knights remaining to the Order of Saint Tarumin, Sir Karai and Sir Leonard, marched in with their traditional shaved heads and armbands of the feathered cross of Alden. It was a given to any present that the knights of the holy Order were not on speaking terms with those whose loyalty was first to the throne.


  “Your majesties, there has been word from Saint Erinsburg, word of revolt.” Sir Sebastian took a knee and bowed to the king and queen, trying to hide his curiosity at how Rosana was on the throne after hearing rumor of her affair, her imprisonment, and her escape a mere few days back. Being too occupied with the siege he had been ordered to maintain on the tower of Kalzarius, Sebastian wondered how Florin was captured so easily and being executed for what he thought had been king’s orders. “It is good to see you safe my queen.”


  Richmond spoke quickly, hoping to cut off any ill timed attempt of Florin to speak, ensuring no one would recognize her voice from behind the disguise. “Yes, the queen is safe and secure from the schemes of the rumor spreading knights that have gone missing and the treasonous Seneschal Florin. We have not found Savanno or Sulian as of yet, but Florin is our captive below and will be executed for her riots, schemes, and attempt at the throne. Now, good knights, tell me of this revolt.”


  “Your majesty, nine men have returned from the north where they say Lord Cristoff Bradswellen and the mighty allies of Kalzarius have overthrown the occupation force you sent. He has retaken his city and castle and they say—“ Sebastian was cut off by the raised voice of Sir Karai who was standing behind, hand on his heavy rapier.


  “They also said, your majesty, that the funeral for Savanno is today, as he was found dead. Murdered by Harlaheim soldiers near Saint Erinsburg, and that you were aware of it. The order of Saint Tarumin would like to—“


  Sir Leonard drew his blade and stepped forward as Sir Sebastian and Sir Phillip turned from the thrones and drew their rapiers at the words being spoken. Sir Karai drew his slowly, fearing not the two knights before him, not fearing the truth either. “As I was saying, your highness, the Order would much like to know the reasons for laying siege to Kalzarius, then imprisoning the bishop, and then for the former Lord Knight Errant’s death by hands of the kingdom. There is also the matter of the missing Sir Sulian, Savanno’s cousin, and we have yet to see Florin in the flesh; although her crimes are evident.”


  “You dare question your king!?” Phillip stepped closer to Karai, rapier trembling, and more royal guard filled the throneroom, their numbers now thirty or more in heavy armor.


  “Oh I question more than him this last week, and even others stored from the past few years. By Alden I do, Sir Phillip. I know right and wrong, as do you!” the blades of the four knights were inches away from each other, Phillip staring at Leonard and Sebastian glaring at Karai. “It is a shame that you do not listen to the conscience that God gave you.”


  “I would watch my words Karai, we all know full well the Order of Saint Tarumin allied with Kalzarius far too many times. So many in fact, that the Cardinal and the Bishop have sought other means to see justice done since the knights of the church seem to have a will and plans of their own.” Sebastian, weary from days of laying siege and little sleep, felt the pinch of truth and retorted in anger. “Unlike you, I do not question my king. Perhaps you should explain to his majesty how you enlisted the wizards of the tower to attack the prison and free Florin the night before her execution. We would love to know your purpose behind that, holy knight.”


  “We have heard nothing of the sort and would be the last ones in Harlaheim to wish her free. Besides, was it not you who laid siege with her, and then assisted in putting down her bloody riots—“ the arguing escalated from mere words to shouts and threats from all four knights.


  Florin turned to Richmond who turned to her at the same moment. Fear swept over their eyes at the same instant. Richmond spoke first, directing the brief conversation in hushed whispers through gritted teeth, ignoring the fight about to stain his blue velvet carpet. “How did this happen, is it true?”


  “I do not know, I have heard nothing of her rescue, it is impossible.” Florin thought her way through this, knowing it could be possible indeed. She had heard nothing of Alec Silverblade nor many of her agents in the last few days, save Yari, the old wizard of her underground operations. Florin did her best to not give in to asking details from the knights as to what they knew of the matter. Her words could give her away as not being the queen, and then she would have much more blood to spill.


  “Well find out, now. You have resources, I am well aware, my queen. If she has escaped, find her and kill her. I will arrange some peasent girl to take her place in case you fail. And I would recommend against failing at this point in our relationship, my queen.”


  “Do not threaten me Richmond, I have spilled blood and taken great risks here as well. You have many enemies in this kningdom, and if some of them have liberated your cheating wife from her cell awaiting execution, that is hardly my fault. What do you expect me to do?” Florin growled through her teeth as the knights squared off and turned circles at blade point, continuing their threats of honor and respect.


  “I would expect you to handle this and fix it. We have people gathered outside now, and it will only grow. Hundreds and thousands need to see or hear that we stood together and saw to it our enemies received their justice this day. You have an hour Florin, one hour.” Richmond sneered at her and stood, lifting his imposter bride by the hand. “Enough, gentlemen, enough! The queen has heard enough, and shall retire to her bedchamber.”


  The four knights bowed, as did the king himself as Florin left the room by way of the passage behind the thrones. Richmond walked past the four brave and loyal protectors of his kingdom, right inbetween them as they knelt with sword tips pointed in the blue carpet. His false smile would have fooled no one, but his present company was too busy staring at the floor and collecting their breath from the interrupted duel about to ensue. The young king was full of worry and doubt. He stood over the balcony that overlooked the stone courtyard below, watching as the people gathered in the morning sun. Merchants and the poor arrived first to sell their wares and foods to the masses that would soon overfill the center of the city before Castle L’Herrim to watch the beheadings of Javiel and who they would think is Florin. His ill feelings were merely tension, for Richmond felt no grief, no pity, and no remorse for what he was about to do. His only concern was that Rosana was found by his people, not anyone else.


  “Lift the siege on Kalzarius and have the men take rest then report to the castle for further instruction. Sebastian and Phillip, you will apologize on behalf of myself, for the former Seneschal’s actions and those actions of the soon to be deceased Bishop. See to it that Kalzarius hears our regrets.” Richmond had hoped for a victory at the tower, but as history had proven, Kalzarius and fifty men were stronger with the arcane arts than several thousand soldiers with weapons of war and destruction. He thought the best action was to lay blame on others, send false letters, and leave him be for a time.


  “Yes your majesty, at once.” the two knights of Harlaheim stood, saluted with their blades, then cast glances at their two fellow knights of the Order. Sir Phillip and Sir Sebastian walked out of the throne room through the grand double doors to carry out their orders.


  “Sir Karai, Sir Leonard, please stand.” Richmond turned to the honorable warriors of the kingdom and the church. “You will go to Saint Erinsburg, send word to Lord Cristoff of what has happened here with Florin’s attempts at wresting the throne from me. Assure him that he is safe, and that I had nothing to do with the death of his cousin, nor anyone else. Let him know that Florin and Javiel are to be executed, and the attacks on his city and castle were of their design. Send my condolences for his losses, and bid him to L’Herrim after the ceremonies.” the king knew that these men had many of the church and other knights from other kingdoms behind them, watching them, loyal to them. His best move here would be to send them to a place he intended to destroy, where his remaining enemies would be waiting for the same fate.


  “My king, if I may ask but a few things of you?” Karai bowed slightly, sheathing his sword.


  “Of course knight, ask anything of me you wish.”


  “Is it true what they say about the queen, that she and Savanno were together and he was killed for it?” Karai and Leonard knew the answer, and Karai knew it was wrong to ask the question, but he had to see how it was so easy for his king to lie to his face.


  “It was a terrible rumor, developed by Florin and Javiel to overthrow the kingdom. Savanno took it serious, and has made many errors in as much. Do you think I would have her on the throne if it were true? Trust me, good knights, this is tragic and disheartening to me as well as yourselves. I can only hope that a stronger kingdom, a stronger Harlaheim arises from it.” his eyes barely met the gaze of Karai, his words were soft, and his demeanor looked distressed and morose. He blinked as the knights stayed perfectly calm and stared at him.


  “Of course, your highness. As a knight, I must do as I am asked in the service of God and king. As a man, I only wish to know the truth from the ones I serve. Please excuse my questions, sire.” Karai bowed once more.


  “And as a man, I can forgive those that would seek to harm myself or the kingdom, but as king, I must see that their crimes are given justice, and the crimes of their allies. Now go to Saint Erinsburg and comfort Lord Cristoff as best you can. I will see you both in a few days. I will send my best royal escorts along to ensure your safety in these troubled times.” Richmond waved his hand, not caring that it would be the last time they breathed next to him. For the king, the days of honorable knights and loyal servants of Alden was at an end, long overdue in fact.


  “Yes, your majesty.” Karai and Leonard gave blade salutes and walked out the entrance to L’Herrim. They both knew what the order really was. They could tell that the escorts would be much more than just that, and they also knew what they had to do to truly serve the kingdom now. They looked to one another with the same knowing glance, and continued to march out of the courtyard, perhaps for the last time. They would ride north, but to stand against the wicked, not to send his words.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The swordsman assassin heard footsteps coming down the stairs. He stopped in his wide-eyed survey of the scorched walls and bars of the underground hideout of the White Spider, a home he had hoped would be welcoming and warm. It was far from that and Alec Silverblade hid around a corner of one of the prison passageways as he noticed the glow of flickering shadow and torchlight caress the stone walls. He quickly and quietly scantered over the cave-in that cluttered most of the main hallway. The young master of the sword, still seeping blood from his bandaged wounds, courtesy a second time of Shinayne T’Sarrin, placed his gloved hands on his rapier. Alec stopped his breathing, his nose still partially numb from his first encounter with the highborne elf he now despised, and watched from afar to see who was approaching. He expected to see a disturbed Yari, a group of agents who would explain, or domenarch Florin searching for her missing prized assassin. Never in a thousand years did he expect to see Rosana, the queen of Harlaheim.


  White flowing gowns trailing behind her in a stinking burned prison, the regal accrutements of fine nobility and perfume let the hidden swordsman know for certain who was inspecting the domicile. He thought to kill her, for she must be aware of the White Spider to even be near this secret section of the underground. Alec knew that even the king did not know of this area under his own inherited castle. The swordsman watched her inspect the cells from his shadow enshrouded vantage. She appeared to be looking for someone and her breathing was fast and nervous. Alec thought better of the murder, thinking to himself that there was no rational way that many guards or knights were not far behind her. Perhaps even Kalzarius was close by the looks of the damage that must have been arcane in nature. Florin would know what to do, and Alec Silverblade would find her. He slipped into the shadows, out the stairwells that led to the upper dungeons.


  Florin felt she was not alone, but saw and heard nothing. She cared nothing for the gown that drug through the dirt and ash of the underchamber and she even smiled as she thought that the cost of the garment would feed a family for years. She looked over the mass of rocks and the scarred walls of her domain. The domenarch of the White Spider of the City of Harlaheim crept up to the cave-in, looked past the side to see if anyone was approaching. She saw nothing, yet there was a glimpse of white in her peripheral vision that caught her eye. Florin, madame, lady knight, seneschal, and now queen, pulled the torch close to the rocks and what appeared to be a skeletal hand. There was no flesh, no meat or muscle, just a gold band with arcane designs around a finger and the skeletal remains of a hand, attached to an arm, buried under the rocks. “Yari.”


  Florin’s mind raced, then she quickly patted her shoulder as the long hair of Rosana tied into her own began to burn from being too close to the dancing flames of her torch. “Damn long hair! Uhh!” the stink of burned hair nearly covered up the awful stench of melted metal and rust that could barely avert the reek of mildew in the prison she was so accustomed to. Her mind back on track, the imposter queen thought of only one person powerful enough to kill Yari and destroy the very stones of the castle in such a manner.


  “Where are you Kalzarius? Are you still here?” Florin raced back the way she came after a moment of uncomfortable silence. She knew the siege had to remain now, and that the old wizard surely had the queen. She had little time, just days, to get into that tower before the Crossguard legion arrived across the border. Thoughts of fleeing to Caberra crossed her mind, as did returning empty handed to Johnas in Valhirst. Neither satisfied her need for safety and silence, so Florin vowed to herself to get Rosana and take care of it herself.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Saberrak II:I


  Bradswellen Castle, Saint Erinsburg


  The rag was wiped crimson with the blood of human men of Harlheim. Saberrak kept cleaning his face and horns, hours now in deep thought and silence outside the castle gates. The gray minotaur watched as the bodies from the battle were still being carried from the field in the morning light. He had not slept at all, had stayed up all night, alone outside cleaning himself over and over. Azenairk had come to speak with him and prayed by his side, yet Saberrak had no one to pray to with the dwarven priest. Gwenne and James had tried to talk to him before they turned in for the evening, but the gray simply smiled at them and kept to himself. His thoughts went from the battle to come here in this beautiful city, to the men he had killed to free it, to how he had wanted to kill so many more in his rage. Since his freedom from Unlinn, he had realized that most other beings were not as savage as himself and did not rely on the brute strength, bloodthirsting anger, or intimidating displays of combat that he used. The horned warrior felt nothing for the enemy, human or otherwise. Just the manner that he defeated them in seemed different than the rest of the surface world.


  The warmth of the morning sun brought a breeze and heat that Saberrak had not yet felt in his time here, for once, it was not cold and uncomfortable. His scale armor was hot to the touch after a few hours of basking in thought, hot enough to come off. Pulling clips and loosening straps, the minotaur took his steel scale protections off, piece by piece. Taking another rag, this one still fairly clean and wet, he cleaned the inside of the armor and his chest and arms. A strange noise pulled him from his menial task, another new sound in this strange world his father had told him of so much as a child. Gong, gong, gong! The noise repeated over and over like some great metal dome being attacked. Saberrak felt the tingling blue of his eyes and saw the color change, he knew that whatever had happened to him from that scroll of Annar was happening again. He jumped to his feet, grabbed his greataxe from the grass, and turned toward the city from where the noise seemed to be originating.


  His surprise was evident by the raising of his weapon, the illuminating blue flames flickering harmlessly on his face from the tattood eyes, as he was face to face with Shinayne. For a moment he was angry, for no reason save that someone had crept up behind him and he had not noticed. “What are you doing here, elf? I could have cut you in two.” he snorted as his muscles relaxed the axe. Saberrak noticed that she was wearing a gray cloak now and dark clothing over her fine mesh of chain armor. Still beautiful, as far as elves went he thought, and still more graceful than anything he had ever seen.


  “I doubt it horned one, I am a little quicker than you, remember? Anyway, I came to get you.” Shinayne sat down the same time as her friend who still had trails of blue light fading from his dark brown eyes.


  “And my arm is the size of your waist, woman, remember?” he huffed playfully and tried to eek out a smile as he spoke.


  “It is time for the funeral Saberrak. Lord Cristoff has asked that you be there in the cathedral L’Avia Sangrit in the city, to be there out of respect.” Shinayne looked to the bent and dull shamshir that lay in the grass still, then picked it up.


  “What is a funeral for anyway?” Saberrak assumed it meant something for when someone dies, but where he was from that only happened from the hand of someone else. The bodies ended up in a back cavern and dropped into a deep chasm and were never seen again, or fed to wolves and other beasts.


  “It is where a person is seen for the last time, honored and spoken of, and there is singing and prayer to send them off with blessings. Have you never been to a funeral?” Shinayne was not all too surprised.


  “Was that what you were doing when I heard you singing outside the ruins when we met?”


  Shinayne could not answer, her breath stopped and her mind went instantly to her brave escort and guide, Nathaniel. He had survived an attack of a young dragon in his days as an elven ambassador to Kivanis many decades ago. But the trolls of Arouland, while on the trail of Lavress Tilaniun in the Deep South, had seen his fate sealed. Her aquamarine eyes filled with tears at the thought of losing him and having to sing the Vytha Vahann with only Bedesh the satyr to hear. Now her heart went to the pain of losing the satyr to Kendari the Nadderi swordsman and never finding Lavress, the man she loved. She stopped her thoughts, knowing full well that Lavress would keep Bedesh safe. “You heard me singing outside Arouland back then?”


  “Yes. That is why I sought you out. You did not sound so threatening like most everything else I met in my escape.” Saberrak chuckled.


  “Was it beautiful, did I recount his tales well?” Shinayne had not even thought that the minotaur could not understand the elven tongue, nor the blend of fey words and rites she had to use in his eulogy and prayers.


  “It sounded like something peaceful, sad, and far too beautiful for this world. You did well, I assure you.” the gray minotaur stood up, having enough talk of sad and pretty things with the emotional swordswoman by his side. He sensed her tears flowing and distracted her by putting his armor and boots back on. “To this funeral then, to sing for Sir Savanno.”


  “They brought his body from the trail to the south of here. They said it was mixed in with about fifty other Harlaheim men and even some women. The king here is not like the honorable King Mikhail of Chazzrynn. I will be glad to leave here.” Shinayne wiped her eyes free of tears and helped the minotaur get his scalemail and greaves back in place.


  “Still a better king than the creatures that rule where I am from. Things could always be worse, Shinayne. You could be in Unlinn.”


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The stone structure was perfect in every regard, from the marble floors to the fifty foot high domed and decorated ceiling. At least three hundred men and women sat in the pews, nobility, clergy, and Cristoff in the front with his new friends. Savanno had grown up here it seemed, for he was well known by anyone in the Saint Erinsburg army and the clergy. In fact, Saberrak the gray noticed as he moved to the front to be next to the others, that half of those gathered were wearing the feathered crosses of Alden and were either priests or soldiers. The minotaur stared at the giant sized cross on the front wall above the altar, then to the stained glass windows on either side and even the dome that depicted so many things with angelic wings and swords. He did not even notice the stares he was receiving from everyone in the cathedral. He stopped in the front aisle, distracted from the beauty and artwork of the place, and was face to face with a decorated wooden box fitted to hold the brave lord of knights he was looking down upon now. The crosses reminded him of Annar’s story in the scroll, a story of sacrifice for lesser beings. His chest ached, on the inside.


  The old priest may have said something to the minotaur in a room full of humans, yet his extra two feet of height and two hundred more pounds was obviously intimidating to the man about to give the sermon. Saberrak smelled the sweat and fear from the white robed man on the other side of the altar behind the casket holding Savanno Lisario. He looked from the priest to the man inside the box that he had met and spilled blood with outside of the City of Harlaheim, a man he knew that went to duel another knight for his freedom and was victorious. His face was pale, head shaved, and his eyes were sealed shut by some sort of white paste. His tabard looked perfect with the crown and rose of his kingdom on the black backround. Saberrak looked at the rapier, tucked to his side under the white cloths that draped around him. Where the minotaur was from, that fine chain armor and sword would have been taken long before the body even stopped pumping blood. The horned warrior bowed his head at the corpse of Savanno, then to the nervous old priest, and walked to sit in the front next to Gwenneth and Lord Cristoff.


  In old Agarian blended with song and sermon, the priest of L’Avia Sangrit Cathedral spoke volumes about the life of Savanno Lisario. From his youth here in Saint Erinsburg, to the knighthood of Harlaheim, his oaths to the Order of Saint Tarumin as a holy soldier, and finally his honored position of Lord Knight Errant of the kingdom. Saberrak heard the life story of a man he barely knew. Two wars, sixteen major battles from which he only withdrew his men one time, the man seemed to the minotaur like a legend. Cristoff, his cousin, spoke at the altar of his times with Savanno at battles in Caberra, Chazzrynn, his own Harlaheim soil, and even skirmishes in Willborne. Too choked in tears to continue, the Lord of Saint Erinsburg left the altar and resumed his seat next to Shinayne and James. All stood and bowed their heads, and the choir songs flowed of melodies that Saberrak had never heard. He had in fact never heard songs in unison ever before. Feeling something in his chest that he did not care to feel any longer, the gray walked to the side of the aisles and slowly exited the cathedral with his head aimed toward the floor. Gwenneth alone followed him outside the doors, not minding the gazes and stares received by present company.


  There were no words between them, the prodigal daughter of Lazlette and the horned gladiator of Unlinn. For no reason in particular, she simply placed her hand on his shoulder as he watched the sun overhead and the birds pass by. Saberrak knew that the injustice done could not be repaired and that the king of this country deserved deaths a hundred fold. He felt anger, sadness, and that something must be done. Letting the tension out in deep huffs of his mighty chest, the minotaur bowed his head and looked to the west. He thought to himself, this is not my country, it is not my fight. My fight is to the west for Azenairk and I have my word to keep to a friend instead of a hatred to feed here in Harlaheim.


  Saberrak did his best to let it go and focus on what he needed to do for his friends instead of for revenge. He said a few words of thanks and blessings silently, that Savanno be avenged, Florin and Richmond to get their just dues, and that he arrive safely in whatever battle lay after the ones down here. He looked up to the sky and sighed again, then sat down outside the cathedral courtyard. Without a word, Gwenneth sat next to him. The two sat in silence for what seemed an eternity. The bells rang once more, and people began to leave the funeral slowly. Almost every one of them reached down to Saberrak as he sat outside. They touched his shoulder as they passed by, silently thanking him for being there, for his bravery in freeing the occupation, for helping their lord reclaim the city, and for his honoring of Savanno as best he could. Saberrak stood before long, head bowed, and allowed each of them to bow to him in respect that he did not understand. To the minotaur, he had not done enough, had much more to do, and was merely a brutal warrior. To the people of Saint Erinsburg, he was a hero and a godsend that had brought them hope.


  


  


  



  


   


   


   


  Johnas II:IV


  White Spider Throne Room, Valhirst Underground


  Vanessa Blackflame stared into the quiet chamber of the White Spider, at the silent men stalking in and out of the secret passages, and at the empty onyx throne. The marble warlock mirrors had been silent for several nights since Johnas, Balric, and the entourage to meet Salah-Cam in the south had left. Fadim had been taking the young red headed boy, Oggidan, under his wing as instructed by the Prince. Like she was a ghostly prisoner, eyes were always on Vanessa, but no one spoke to her. She sat in the throne room of the underground, alone, knowing she could not escape and even if she could there would be nowhere for her to hide where they could not find her. Not even the fortress of the king of Chazzrynn had kept her and the man who loved her safe for long. She could feel Balric getting further away, days now since she had seen the man who was her only protector, her only care in this dark life she had been born into. The scars and burned flesh still had no feeling as her hand gently caressed over them. Vanessa had stopped screaming in the middle of the night and every time she gazed into a mirror, yet the pain of Gwenneth Lazlette’s lightning would be felt forever on her face and neck.


  The young scarred wizard watched as the Altestani man tightened the steel gauntlet on young Oggidan’s hand, where a hand used to be anyway. Vanessa felt a bit more at ease with Fadim in charge of Valhirst while Johnas was away, yet she knew that all eyes were on her whether she saw them or not. There were no tantrums of opium and wine, no wanton killings of the homeless for sport, and she felt able to sleep without Johnas invading the bed and having his way with her every night. Despite her relief, she knew he would return and it would begin again, or the Prince would tire of her burned face and kill her like he had so many other women who turned against him or displeased him. Vanessa hoped and prayed to herself that he did not return from the meeting with the trolls and ogre leaders in the west. Her head lowered into her hands, knowing that to pray for that would mean Balric’s death most likely as well. Futility and hopelessness set in once more on her emotionless face.


  “Now remember, young one, that your parries do not have to be perfect with your right. The short blade is locked in the gauntlet and your arm is protected up to the elbow. However, your off hand, your left that is, with the other short sword is where your feints will draw from, and those attacks must appear perfect. Understand?” Fadim stood up from the red headed boy with one hand and drew his shamshiir knife from his side. He readied the curved blade and his throwing knife to be used as a second weapon, crouched low on guard, and waited for the boy to begin.


  “Master Fadim, what is a feint?” Oggidan readied himself in a similar stance, yet had a confused look in his eyes that needed answering before he charged the deadly dark skinned man.


  The trusted assassin of the White Spider smiled. “Put up your blades boy, and parry my attacks as best you can.”


  “Yes sir.” Oggidan put his shortblades to guard, elbows in, grip at chest level, angled in. He stared at Fadim and his dark clothing contrasted by the gold and steel of his curved shamshir and the knife in his left hand. Sweat trickled slowly down his temples and the back of his neck. The Altestani man stepped forward quickly and Oggidan backed up, white knuckling the short sword in his left hand. He saw the slash of steel from the curved blade of his teacher matched with a direct thrust of the knife toward his chest. The boy rasied his left blade to parry the closing shamshir and parried down with his steel gauntlet that had a blade affixed to it. His motions were quick, defensive and accurate, as were his steps and posture. He had been practicing.


  In a flash of blades faster than the untrained eye could gauge, the flat edge of the curved northern sword and the pommel of the knife hit Oggidan in the head twice. As the one handed redhead riposted his teacher, his arms were both nicked near the elbow, his attacks parried aside, and he was backpeddling rapidly. Two more lunging attacks came in from the older Altestani assassin, both parries went high to guard this time, and Oggidan hit the ground as the man’s fists thudded into his chest and stomach. Unable to breath and barely able to see, the youth scrambled to stand back on guard, but was met with the curve of the shamshir at his throat. He looked up, teary eyed, angry and humiliated.


  “You are dead, young Oggidan. I used two feints to throw you off. As I went for your head and chest, the very moment I saw you raise to parry, I changed directions on each attack. You thought I was cutting here,” Fadim pointed toward his chest. “when in reality, I hit you twice here at the last moment before our blades were to touch.” he pointed the tip of his blade to the swelling lumps on the boys head.


  “So a feint is like a lie? You mean to do this, but you trick them and do something else?” Oggidan looked at his hand, the steel one with the blade fixed into it, then back up at his instructor.


  “No. It is outsmarting your opponent. There is always someone younger, faster, better trained, or who has a better weapon. The ability to outthink your adversary comes in many forms, the deadliest is the feint. Only one who has been burned by it, or has not mastered it, would put its name to bad taste.” Fadim helped the boy to his feet, nearly pulling his strapped on steel hand loose in the effort.


  “And my arms?” Oggidan held his bleeding forearms, still ripe with the sting of sharp steel.


  “Stop cuts. I saw your pathetic ripostes, and I moved with your motions and cut into your arms while protecting myself. Not much of an immediate effect, but after a few of them, or a few minutes of bleeding, I have the advantage.” Fadim smiled again and sheathed his sword and knife at his side.


  “My stomach?” Oggidan looked angry and paced while he spoke, trying to figure out how to learn as quickly as possible to avoid any embarrassment in the future.


  “Double feints. I knew you expected me to take my low attacks and feint to strike high again. So I did as you thought I would, then struck low once you went high. Very simple actually. In time, you will learn. I am no faster than you, Oggidan, just confidant, trained, and more experienced.” Fadim bowed to the young man that he had been asked to train by Prince Johnas Valhera. He knew that the boy had lost his hand to Kendari, a wanted sellsword and mercenary. Also, that his family had been massacred by something while returning from trade in Valhirst. He felt pity for the boy.


  “You can teach me all of that?”


  “I will train you so if you wish, and I can teach you well enough to go get your revenge on the marked elf that took your hand. Kendari is his name? Yes, I will teach you to take revenge as well, young Agarian.”


  Having gotten his breath to steady once more, and a crowd of a dozen criminal members gathered to watch the young boy training with one of the Emerald Eight of the White Spider; Oggidan took a stance again. “Again then.”


  “Enough for today young—“


  “Master Crimson of the North of the Emerald Eight, one of the deadliest agents of the underworld, and he is too tired for me?” Oggidan looked around as low laughter and oohs and ahhs went around.


  Fadim stopped and looked at Vanessa sitting on the throne staring back at him. He was in charge while the Prince was away, yet he wondered if this scarred slave girl was reporting on his movements. He looked at the marble tablets she had next to her, then turned to the boy that had taunted him. He drew his weapons. She was watching him, he knew it, had caught it. She played the part of victim well, but his senses in just that glance told him otherwise.


  “Very well, young one.” Fadim dove into a forward roll that landed him a few feet from the boy. His shamshir cut high and was parried, his knife cut low and was parried. His arms dove forward with speed and precision, driving the boy to parry faster and faster. His feet moving with the offensive dance of his attacks, Fadim cornered the boy and went to slap the flat of the blade across his face. Oggidan went to parry high, then low, then feinted his parry back to high. Their blades stopped inches before Oggidans face.


  Silence through the whole chamber came louder than any noise could have. The Altestani man stared his brown eyes intently into the blue eyes of the boy half his age. He had parried perfectly and seen his feints coming, even used one of his own. His fist struck out from the left, the pommel of the knife smashing the boy’s nose into an instant stream of blood from each nostril. Oggidan fell back into the wall then slumped to the floor, dropping his shortsword and holding his face.


  “Satisfied? Now, today’s lesson is over, and it was this. A swordsman’s best weapon is the feint, for it kills quicker than any set of flashing young stupidity or years of rigorous training. Remember that for next time Agarian, and learn some respect.” Fadim could not believe how fast the one handed boy learned to watch for feints and feint his parries to lure him in where he wanted him. He turned and walked away. No one likes someone else in charge, no one in Chazzrynn liked the Altestani, and now they would see him as a vicious man who beats his students. Perfect, he thought. He would soon weed out those that might seek to step up the ladder while Johnas was away. Fadim smiled at Vanessa, who was still staring at him with even wider eyes now. “Let Johnas know that Oggidan is learning quickly, for an Agarian boy that is.”


  “Is that an order, master Fadim?” Vanessa stared at him again, like she knew something that he did not want her to know.


  His curved steel edge was at her throat in a flash, drawing a rapid silence from the room once more. “Your stares and disrespectful tones may amuse your bedmaster or your enslaved lover, but they do nothing for me woman. You would do yourself a favor to remember that while Johnas is away.”


  Her dark eyes stared into his, inches apart, and Vanessa did not flinch. She whispered softly. “I can see it, Fadim, you would do yourself a favor here and try harder. Kill me if you wish, I may welcome it with my recent failures and current position. But you, my northern spy, are as false as they come. Do you know why I stare at you so?”


  He whispered back, just as soft with his quick and heavy accent. “No, why don’t you enlighten me, slave.”


  “Because I once saw a look of kindness, hidden conscience, and deeper meaning in the eyes of Balric, long ago, that others could not see.”


  “Your point?”


  “I knew from the moment I saw his eyes that he was here to stop Johnas. You have that same look when I stare at you, no matter how you hide it from the others or the Prince, I see it. You may fool them, but I know you are here to bring the White Spider down and Johnas with it. Be careful.” she trembled now, realizing the conversation had gone on too long and the others had most likely noticed that his blade had lowered.


  “You are most incorrect, Miss Blackflame.” his eyes flinched, his blade raised back up as he thought to kill her here and now, just to be safe.


  “An agent of the White Spider, let alone one of the Emerald Eight, would have killed that boy without a second thought. You are dangerously close to giving yourself away here. In fact, you had better hit me or your hours are numbered I assure you. Just one favor.”


  “What is that?”


  “Take me and Balric with you when you leave, victorious or not.”


  Craackk! Fadim’s hand slapped across her scarred and burned face, snapping her head to the side. He stared at her eyes that were now staring at the floor. “A woman should mind her tongue, especially when her master is away protecting his domain!”


  “A thousand apologies Fadim.” her eyes were wet with tears, not so much for the slap she took on request, but for years of pain, molestation, and corruption she had endured in her life since Johnas had bought her. She watched the Altestani man walk away into the passage leading past the pit and to the outside. The tablets glowed with arcane scripture. Vanessa wiped the tears from her face, and sat down at the table to translate what message was arriving from Jade of the West in Devonmir. She did not care that all eyes were on her, just that a thread of hope, a seed of a chance was planted for her escape. She needed to inform the patriarch of her latest findings.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Alec Silverblade crept through the courtyard that was filled with thousands, his cloaked figure moved within the shadows that the passing clouds and towering castle provided. He stopped under the cover of one of the few trees in L’Herrim’s yard and gazed up to the balcony. Trumpets blaring did nothing to the mass of boos and defiant roars of an angry population in the city of Harlaheim. Like a wave of bodies during a storm at sea, the crowd compressed closer to the rows of royal guards that stood at the gates in heavy plate armor with long polearms at the ready. The injured swordsman saw King Richmond the Second dressed in all his finearies with the Queen’s hand in his as they approached the edge of the platform far over the crowd. He had heard through the marketplaces that morning that Bishop Javiel and Seneschal Florin were to be executed, blamed for all the corruption that Alec was privy to know was just as much the king’s doing. All he wanted was to find his mistress and teacher before it was too late.


  “My people of Harlaheim, we have had many tragedies of late!” Richmond put his hand out, glanced to the queen impostor, who in turn put her hand out, palm forward, just like her supposed husband. Seeing the two in unison caused the boos to degenerate into mutterings and confusion more than direct outrage. Richmond looked at the banners and flags above the castle walls, the rose entwined in the crown of Harlaheim. He smiled at the feathered cross of Alden on a flag held by a commoner in the crowd.


  “You have had sieges on a beloved icon of the mystical arts! We have had riots in the city streets! Our own knights of the kingdom and of Alden the merciful have been lost and murdered! My own wife was accused of crimes she did not commit! And we, you and I, have suffered under the machinations of two people who tried to overtake not only our city, but our kingdom! By the grace of God, they did not succeed! By the valiant honor of the knights and armies of our great nation, they are here to face justice! Our armies bravely rescued the queen and I from abduction and death, and brought us the progenitors of the terrible treasons! I give to you the betrayers of morality and would be usurpers to the thrones! I give to you, with my loyal queen by my side, Bishop Javiel and Seneschal Florin!”


  No truthsayer could stop it, no army of priests could hold back the call for justice and blood that the crowd cheered for. Lies or no lies, in the minds of the people, those that had to answer for the crimes were named and about to meet the guillotine that moment. Richmond knew his people, he knew people in general, and he knew them all too well. Give them food, give them blood, and give them leadership. When life was hard or times withering of morale, give them someone to blame and die for it.


  Alec heard the words, the names he had hoped were not true. The White Spider betrayed by the king? His mind raced and his wounds ached as the blood pumped faster through his body. He needed to put a mask on, to stop this before Florin was executed. Looking around for other possible members within the courtyard, he saw none. The black clad executioners walked from the castle gates and received the array of oohs and aahs they expected. Alec looked toward the stables, the up to the king and queen, he had not much time. The queen had noticed him, she was looking back at him through everyone, she was looking at him now. The young swordsman pushed through the crowd of thousands to the stables, fearing it was only a matter of moments before guards were sent after him by the queen.


  “Richmond, I have to go. Something is happening down there.” Florin kept her smile, but his grip would not let her go. She had seen Alec Silverblade looking for someone. She could only assume it was her and that he was unaware of her posing as the queen. The likeness was too good, her own man did not know of it.


  “No, my queen.” he squeezed her hand tighter. “You will stay with me. I have a peasant girl dressed as you that will fit the bill fine, no one here will know. You can hunt Rosanna later, but for now you must remain at my side to show the people unity. Now smile, and remain still. You failed to find her, now we move along.” he yelled through a gritted smile.


  “But one of my men, Alec, is down there and—“


  “Silence, my queen. I do not care to hear more of your failures. In a moment, it will not matter.”


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Rosana paced in the stables, starving and afraid. Her feet were numb from being bare and her body was shaking from the cold of having a mere tunic and set of white robes to cover her. She peered out the crack in the stable wall again, watching the crowd roar at the guillotine and the speech of the king. No one would believe her if she walked out and spoke the truth, no one would hear. Her head would be on the block in moments and she knew she was trapped in here. All the horses were out, which meant the army was massed outside the city. Having nowhere to go, the beaten and bruised queen sat in the hay and waited for something, anything. She had seen through the cracks, the imposter queen waving her hand far above the crowd. She dared not be seen, her rule was over.


  “My queen? Is that you?”


  A voice from the corner of the stables eeked out, seemingly from under the haypile. Rosana stood back up, startled. She wondered if she was dreaming, going mad perhaps, for there was no one there. “Hello? Is there someone here?”


  “You are alive, that is good. Where….is…..Savanno?”


  The voice trickled off faintly, like a drowning whisper. Rosana crept closer, shivering, but walked toward the corner. Blood, dried and dark, a pool of blood lay at the base of the haypile next to a gloved hand. She could see an eye looking back at her through the hay, tired and drowsy, but he saw her and recognized her. She crouched and began uncovering the hay from the hidden man, a knight of Saint Tarumin by the feathered cross on his armband. Rosana covered her mouth as not to scream or cry. She stared at Sir Sulian Lisario, covered in his own blood from several arrows that protruded from his side, leg, and shoulder.


  “Sir Sulian, we must get you to a temple, to a priest, you are badly injured.” Rosana wept, knowing why he had been hurt and why he was hiding in the castle courtyard for the last two days. It had been for her, she knew it, for her and Savanno to escape. She also saw he could not move, his lower half seemed dead already.


  “I do not think much can …be done…my queen. Is your…execution…waiting outside?” his shaved head felt not the caress of the woman he had served for the past decade. His eyes were trying to close, but he fought hard with what little strength he had left to talk and stay awake.


  “Yes, Florin sits as me on the throne with Richmond. I escaped the prison, but now I have nowhere to go, no clothes, no coin, no food. You can help me get to Saint Erinsburg if we get you out of here, Sulian. You are a knight of Harlaheim who rescued me, and if we can—“


  “No, beautiful Rosana…I can not…feel my legs or arms…but if you go down the grate…follow—“


  “I just came from there, it’s horrible and it leads back to the prison under L’Herrim where they kept me. Why can’t you just heal up and take me? I have no one here now, I am so alone Sulian.” Rosana sobbed on the dying man’s chest.


  “Follow…it to the right…all the way…before it exits out of the city…there is…a wall with…scratches. It is a safe…house we used during…the war. Food…clothes…stay there and…get to Cristoff…before they get him…too. Please.” his words flickered in and out of whisper to guided last breaths.


  “Don’t leave me too, please no.” Rosana heard something at the door, then saw the wooden beam lift off from the outside as a blade jammed up into it.


  The door swung open and shut quickly, the dark cloaked figure put the beam back on as fast as he could, then proceeded to pull a black mask up over his mouth and nose. He put an oil from his pouch on the floor and let it smoke as he removed the cap from the bottle. He slowly waved his rapier in the smoke, covering the blade with a dark film. The man was preparing for something that required stealth and secrecy, and obviously he was not part of the city guard.


  Sulian coughed and spasmed, yet placed his rapier in Rosana’s hand. “Kill…him…my lady. Kill him and run. I go to meet Alden, my lord of mercy and heaven. I go to meet Savanno. I will…pray for…you.” his eyes closed and breathing stopped.


  “Who is there?” Alec looked behind the beams and haypiles where he heard a cough and whispering. “Who is that?”


  Rosana kept her body in front of the rapier, back to the man in black, so that whoever this was could not see she was armed or who she was. She did not speak, she did not move.


  Alec Silverblade looked at the tunic and the torn clothes, the short hair and bruised face of a woman crouched next to a dead knight. It was his domenarch, awaiting execution, he was sure of it. “Florin?”


  His eyes widened as the woman turned and plunged the rapier through his chest and out the other side. Through the ribs the steel went, all the way to the crossguard, her eyes closed the whole time. Choking on his own blood, eyes watering against his will, Alec knelt next to the woman who had just run him through, the woman he thought was Florin. He tried to speak with words that would have had many questions, but nothing but a few rigorous gasps released from his throat. The steel was cold, her eyes opened and he saw that she was not Florin, but the queen instead. Rosana pulled the blade from his chest slowly, looked down at the blood coating it, and dropped the sword and covered her mouth. She had never killed anyone before.


  Rosana stood up, trying not to look at all the old blood of Sulian and the fresh pool of steaming crimson that was collecting under the dead man she knew as Alec, one of Florin’s thugs. She grabbed a bucket of water, and began stripping the clothes off of Alec. She cleaned the blood and filth off of them, boots, gloves, his shirt and cloak. Nothing fit well, but with the tightening of the belts it would do. Rosana sheathed his rapier back in its scabbard. She waited for the crowd. Then, during the last few minutes of cheering, the guillotine struck twice. Once for the bishop, and once for whoever was named as Seneschal Florin. The cheers died off with the recently dead, and she knew it was time.


  Rosana opened the stable door and walked directly to the grate, through a chattering crowd that had been placated with death, courtesy of King Richmond and the impostor queen of Harlaheim. She kept walking, toward the grate that was still slid open, ignoring the looks, ignoring the yells of murder as someone must have gone into the stables and seen the bodies. The former queen slipped into the grate, into the sewer tunnels and never looked back. She wanted to cry, to go to church and pray, to curl up and die. She had no time for that now, she had to find her way to Saint Erinsburg. For her and the child in her womb.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Johnas sat in the covered wagon that was guarded by thirty of his men. Roricdale was two days yet, however, he had been enjoying the time away from the pressures of Valhirst. Balric had been completely subservient and quiet, partially from his hatred and partly from the necklace that held him under the Prince’s control. Johnas knew as much, and hoped to yoke that anger into something of great value very soon. His mind went to all his schemes in progress. The taking of power in Harlaheim, his strengthening of Devonmir’s financial tithes, new underground operations in the holy land of Altestan, and finally his cloaked revolt here in Chazzrynn. He thought also of his eight most trusted agents, the ones who moved in and out of various cities and kingdoms enforcing his will throughout the domenarchs that controlled each of the webs that he had built. Each was followed by another unbeknownst to them, the shadow agents of his dominion were not known to each other or anyone in the White Spider, those eight were known only to Johnas himself, and Vanessa. He usually knew of treachery and deceit long before it was common knowledge, even as far away as Jal-Adeen or Falligarde to the far west. Yet to the Prince, every agent was vital and every conversation held great weight and purpose. Each of the Emerald Eight was followed, and Johnas kept the web spinning and always kept well informed on things well beyond a Prince of Chazzrynn.


  “So, Balric D’vrelle, the Harlian spy for the Crossguard Legion of the holy church and proven member of the White Spider. Besides having endless nights of passion with my scarred whore, what is it that gives you pleasure, my friend?” his smile was wide across his shaven face of pomp nobility.


  Balric squinted his dark eyes to a sliver, ran his fingers through his dark curls, then ran his hands over his face in frustration. He pulled at his gotee and nose, inflicting a bit of pain on himself to distract from the fact he could not just murder this bastard right here in the wagon. His body twitched in pain as if something had just slapped him across the face. It was not anyone here, not Johnas, but Vanessa far away had been hit on the cheek. His left eye watered, feeling her pain both from the injury and from deep within.


  “What? No words from the amazing swordsman spy? I am shocked, truly.”


  “I have words for you, Johnas Valhera, words that I would be ashamed to speak aloud for fear the Gods would strike me down for uttering.” the Harlian stared at the Agarian criminal with a contempt and loathing that had nowehere to go. His mind reached for his blades to kill him where he sat, but his body was powerless as the magic from the ring and necklace, ritually enchanted by Salah-Cam, prevented him from taking action against the patriarch of the White Spider.


  “The Gods, the Gods, the Gods. If they truly existed my swordslinging prisoner, they would have struck me down a hundred times over. You should really stop serving others and their ideals someday Balric. It gets you nowhere in life.” Johnas chuckled as he ran his fingers over the emerald pommel of his kris blade.


  “This coming from a man who employs, enslaves, and trains men and women do what what he asks when he asks? You bring in orphans, homeless, criminals, and corrupt soldiers and officers in governments, in order to build your webs of murder and illicit trade throughout the world. All in secret, behind your smiling face is the devil himself. And you tell me not to serve ideals? I serve the one that would see men such as you dead in an alley as you deserve, or burning in the lowest chamber of hell.” Balric struggled against the necklace that laid heavy and glowing around his neck. He wanted his blades out, but it was if the necklace, or the foul incantations of the half dead wizard, knew that he wanted Johnas dead. It could read his thoughts, feel his emotions, sense that who and what it protected was in danger. Despite his current rage, the Harlian swordsman thought of ways he could try and trick the enchanted necklace, to no avail.


  Johnas seemed to enjoy the conversation, for his wicked smile never left his face nor did his composure of comfort dwindle. “Such glory you heap on my name dear Balric, thank you. Ha ha ha! It is not the most honorable position I hold, true. There is much more to moving shipments of opium and other illegal pleasures through continents and countries. Just as difficult is the planned assassinations and necessary killings that keep the wheels of the underworld turning. But seriously, my biggest challenge is keeping the agents loyal. Unlike most men of my character, I have quite a reputation of brutal punishment for treason, and thank God for it!” he opened a bottle of Caberran wine from the chest in front of the seat of the velvet covered interior of the moving wagon. Slowly pouring the red liquid into two glasses also from the chest, the Prince of Valhirst looked down to his sword as if it had said something that caught his attention.


  “Your blade speaks to you, I am aware. I wonder if it feeds that disturbed and vile ego, or if it tells you the truth?”


  “No, it warns me that we have company close by that needs to cease breathing. And it is never wrong.” Johnas handed the wine to Balric, drank his quickly, then drew his sword as he whistled to the men. The caravan proptly stopped moving and the sound of crossbows cocking and blades drawing out of their scabbards was heard all around.


  “Then why has it not warned you of me?” Balric stared at the sword, drank some of the wine, and waited to see what was to happen.


  “It did, when we first met. I did not listen and have a scar to show for it now. You are no threat at the present, courtesy of the necklace which you cannot remove.” Johnas peeked out the curtain into the fading light of the Chazzrynn spring in the Deep South.


  “So who is it then?”


  “When I give word at the meeting, you will pretend to kill Salah-Cam, understood? He has already made deals with the trolls and ogre, I was aware. His usefulness is great, but his treachery even greater. This is why you came with me, besides the fact I like to see you suffer away from Vanessa.”


  “So we are walking into a trap?”


  “No, it would be a trap if we had no warning. Once the deal is done, we make it look like we kill the old focking half dead wizard. He cannot die by your blade, but the brutes will know we are smarter than they, and will not try and deceive us in the future. Then I will double the tribute to the foul creatures, offer them some lands and slaves, and we will have their loyalty for certain. Just how I enlist my agents and members everywhere else. I pay a soldier in a month what he makes in a year, brand him, and threaten that his family will bleed should he ever turn on me, and I will make him watch. Same principle here, just with troll and ogre nobility my friend.” the prince stepped out of the wagon, sword in hand, and carefully set the glass of wine on the wheel.


  Balric D’Vrelle followed, hands on the grips of his saber and shortblade. He thought of Vanessa, of Valhirst, and of the beasts he was about to encounter. Men, doppelgangers, and soldiers from many nations and cultures he had killed and fought in the name of Alden. He took a breath, knowing he had never been face to face with a troll or an ogre, and never fought a wizard that seemed to defy the natural process of death either. Regardless, he felt the urge to follow, to do as he was told, and his body surrendered despite what his will tried to impose.


  Arrogant and overconfidant, Johnas walked past his thirty men with Balric trailing behind him. He nodded to the silent wizard back from the death that Kendari had rewarded him with. A hundred trolls stood guarding their queen Munn Par, and twice that in ogre surrounding their decrepit and aging king Avegarne in the distant valley below. “You have done well Salah, and your efforts will be repaid for certain.”


  The rotting human remnant of a wizard bowed to Johnas, his wisps of black hair stuck to the back of his head. His black robes clung to him like a burial shroud and his scarred neck gave way to the patches of hair still trying to grow from his face in the inbetween of life and death. “Your journey was safe and –“


  “My friends and allies, greetings. You meet us early and well before the agreed spot outside of Roricdale. Perhaps I misunderstood and was running late? If that is the case, a thousand apologies.” the Prince of Valhirst ignored and walked past his wizard, knowing his arrangements. He nodded to Balric, feeling the power of the ring tied to the enslaving necklace around the Harlian man’s neck.


  “Yes, my prince.” was all the swordsman could say as he felt the urge to cut the old wretched sorcerer a hundred times over, a false feeling that he had not put there himself. He looked over the masses of troll and ogre, all looking to Salah Cam and the prince of Valhirst. He wondered what it was all for, what the madman had in store for Chazzrynn, and how he could possibly stop him.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Kendari II:II


  City of Harlaheim


  His eyes flickered open, the dusty sunlight strobing in the afternoon; a light the Nadderi elf was not accustomed to nor cared for. Shielding his eyes with his steel covered forearm and reaching for his blades that were next to him, the cursed swordsman peered around to see exactly where he was. He found himself laid out in an abandoned church, blades resting at his side, and a crossbow bolt next to them. Looking at his shoulder, he noticed the wound had been cleaned and bandaged well. His left shoulder now only held the faded pain of a puncture wound that felt as if it had rested and healed for a week. Kendari wiped his eyes, bringing them to full focus. He looked around the room again, this time his mind connecting with what he saw.


  The alley, Harlaheim, agents of the White Spider….and the woman that must have… he heard the sound of men walking in the broken doorway behind him. Grabbing his scabbards that lay beside him on the pew in front of a toppled altar, the Nadderi elf ducked under the hanging wooden cross of Alden and snuck to where the priests’ quarters would have been. His back to the wall in the shadows, he slowly tightened his belts and gear and placed his hands on the grips of his swords.


  “You see, father Garret, dilapidation at its worst. That makes four abandoned wrecks here in the city, and the former bishop, God rest his disloyal soul, has done nothing about them for so many years.”


  The voice was human, Harlian accent of thick vowels and light consonants, likely a city merchant looking to take advantage of the fact that Harlaheim had separated itself from the church over the last few centuries. Kendari waited, hoping they would not inspect the back offices and chambers.


  “However, there is history here my friend, and the presence of God is very alive in these rooms. I can feel it is wrong for the church to surrender this old temple, whatever the condition, and lose the spirit that was once placed here. You can tell your lord and master, Sir Sebastian, that the holy church will not be selling the building. In fact, I will see that it is restored, along with the others. The Aldane monastery of Shalokahn will make contact with the king and the cardinal as to when reconstruction of these holy sites should commence.”


  “The offer is far more than the value of these buildings, surely the church could use-“


  “The holy church does not need to sell itself, my friend. And the offer is most generous indeed, but this is a spiritual matter, not a financial one. Preservation and history outweigh coin in matters of faith, God willing. With the loss of the bishop here, inform Sir Sebastian that my word will have a higher say than his merchant plans for old temples, at least until the cardinal returns. Good day sir.”


  The second voice was not Harlian, human, yet educated and sharp in speech and accent. Kendari could not place it, almost as if the man had been well traveled with elven peoples and perhaps the Altestani. He had no need to look, and did not care to kill a priest and a merchant in broad daylight. Not that the cursed elf was not capable or ready, simply due to the fact he cared not for the chase and chaos that would ensue after the fact, so shortly after his waking.


  “I would like a moment alone here at the altar, if you do not mind.” Father Garret D’Ourmas spoke softly to the noble merchant.


  “Of course father.”


  Garret walked to the altar, his white robes tickling the rubble strewn floor of the temple to the Lord of Heaven. He felt something here, something not quite spiritually centered with the rest of the harmonious sensation the blessed building emitted. His mind would have had his hand on his longsword, a decorated and holy gift from the Aldane in Shanador for his missionary and historical work in the eastern kingdoms. His heart and spirit told him to pause and focus on what it was, or where it was.


  Kendari felt his breathing swiften, his pulse race, as if someone were seeing him through the walls and shadows he was well hidden behind. His mind raced over the name Garret, finding nothing yet fearing the ability of this young sounding priest that he could not see. The moments felt like hours, and the cursed elf reached down to his ring, the onyx stones sparkled the instant he touched them, and he knew that his aura and presence were cloaked. He could still be seen by the eyes of others, but not through any divine or magical means.


  Garret opened his eyes from his standing meditation, drew his blessed longsword, and stepped toward the passage behind the feathered cross above the ruined altar. He had felt someone there, then it vanished as if it had known it was being watched. Whatever, whoever, was now gone from the empty hallways and rooms that Garret searched. He marched down the stairs into the wine cellar, his sword glowing a golden light once the light of the sun was no longer present. The curtain was still moving, a sign that someone had just passed through. The priest walked faster, down more stairs through a door in the very wall that looked shoddy in construction but new in stain and placement. He peered down into the sewers that opened before him and saw nothing even with the glowing light spreading far and wide in both directions the foul smelling tunnels reached.


  “Why would there be a door to here from a holy church? Hello? Show yourself and no harm or repercussion will befall you, hidden one.”


  Nothing replied to father Garret, yet he waited to see if his patience and resolve would unnerve whoever had just taken flight from him. Minutes passed, and only the occasional squeak of a rat or flit of bat wings broke the silence and odor. He walked back up to meet with the merchant and have the building locked up until he could amass the funds from the eastern monastaries of Shalokahn to have this place rebuilt. But first, breathing out a sigh at what was such a strange encounter, Garret sheathed his sword and knelt before the altar.


  With the sun shining through the cracked wood and stone, his mind as weary as the off center cross before him, the young priest of Alden prayed for guidance from God to lay to rest his worries, of the stranger here, and the four churches that needed reconstruction in Harlaheim. He prayed for the fate of Harlaheim and its leaders. He prayed for Alden to guide him in what he must do every moment.


  “Alden, Lord of Heaven, please guide my actions to be worthy of your needs. There is much trouble here in this kingdom and I fear I am wasting precious time with restoring churches in a land that may have needs beyond mere stone and wood buildings. The bishop here is dead, the politics are entrenched in deceit, and I feel the message I was to receive in my coming here never arrived. To stay and wait for the Cardinal as I heard from your voice in Shalokahn, I will do. Yet my heart tells me that there is something else, somewhere else, and it is not here, yet I know not where to go. Almighty God, I ask only---“ his words in prayer were cut short. Something in his was mind showing him, telling him, guiding him from heaven.


  “Yes, very well, yes. To the city named for Erin the Saint. Yes, a journey, an exodus to begin, yes my lord.” Garrett bowed as he stood, hearing the word of Alden loud and clear in his mind and conscience. “I will abandon the capital and travel north to Saint Erinsburg, trusting in you my Lord, without need for cause or query.”


  Father Garret D’Ourmas, having just arrived a few days back to assist in bringing God back to the streets of Harlaheim, ran his fingers through his short dark hair and walked out of the abandoned temple to Alden to follow the holy guidance and travel north. He never questioned anything from God, and even though he was to meet with the ruling monarchs of the kingdom tomorrow, Alden held his devotion beyond anything else.
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  Kendari breathed out a silent sigh as the priest left from his perch right above his head. Sliding himself out from the alcove behind the ladder that the man had been standing on, and sheathing his drawn blades, the cursed assassin looked with his nocturnal vision into the dark sewer passages. He heard faint prayers cease and leaving footsteps start from up above, so he made himself more than faint in step. His mind recalled from centuries past that the tunnel to the left would take him out of the city to the north side. Having used these sewer routes many times long ago, he knew that the salisans dwelled to the right and all he would have to contend with was perhaps the homeless or a few cutthroats to the left. Keeping to the walls and stepping quick and careful over the sludgepiles and scavenger vermin, Kendari traveled north through the ancient undercity.


  His thoughts ate away at him as to why he felt tension from a priest and a merchant, but mostly the young priest of Alden. He did not care for matters of faith nor respect them in the slightest; quite the opposite. Stepping from safe dry spot to slimeless ledge down the sunless corridor, Kendari fumed at himself and his puzzling reactions toward the holy man he had not even seen. Was it something in his voice, his ability to sense or see the corrupt unnatural spirit that he was, or the unseen itself which had him on edge for a few moments? Kendari thought of how many times in his six centuries he had faced odds and enemies far vast and superior to that of a pious human male, and had survived with blood covered blades.


  “I should go back and kill him just to start this day over proper!” he mused as he kicked a scurrying rat into the slop that drooled through the middle of the sewer. His mind began to wander to Angeline and the battle of days past. Why had she left him alive and even tended to him? Where had she gone?


  The plop of a rat was followed not by the shrill animal voice of displeasure at its disgusting whereabouts, but a scream of terror that was human and feminine in nature. Curious, Kendari quickened his fleet steps, clung to the darkness of the shadows as he approached lanternlight from around a turn in the sewers. Arguing between some men and a woman, the clash of steel, someone disarmed, and surprised tempers and frustrations all were obvious to the cursed swordsman from what little he heard through the commotion. Spying around the corner, walking as sure as death itself, the Nadderi elf spotted the source of the noise that disrupted his peaceful walk through the filth under Harlaheim.


  “Impossible! That is her, I bet my brand on it! They did something to her, magic, enchantments, something, but it is our domenarch I swear!” one of the four men was staring at the woman held by his three allies.


  Another picked up her rapier as he kept her wrist in his free hand. “They executed her, we saw it! This is some imposter sent to root us out. Kill her now and leave the body in the sewer, she is surely followed!”


  “Florin, tell us what to do. My lady, please. What have they done to you?” yet another refused to accept that the woman that had recruited him years ago was any other than this woman, who seemed to be crying in the low yellow glow of the underground.


  “I am not Florin! Please! Just let me go! Please!” Rosana began sobbing, falling limp from exhaustion and duress.


  “Then who are you, m’lady?” his steps were silent, hands on his blades, cloak pulled over his head to hide his face in yet more shadow. Kendari had heard enough to know that these men were agents of Johnas here in Harlaheim, and they looked more confused and unstable than the normal guild of assassins and criminals he was used to in other cities.


  “Mind yer business or you will be finding what the bottom of the sewers has hidden in it, stranger. I would suggest you move along.” two of the men, this one with the scraggly hair and long beard and his uglier twin behind him, both drew daggers held in reverse and tightened their stance toward the silent cloaked image.


  “I was talking to the lady, human.” Kendari removed his hood with a flick of his neck, his emerald green eyes never leaving sight of the four men or their breathing. He stepped closer into the light and allowed a smile of vile cruelty to crease his marked face. Their breathing stopped for a moment, as he anticipated, then he slowly drew out his swords. Shiver first crept out of its scabbard, the heat rippling in front of Kendari. Then his left hand drew the pyramid pommeled longblade, held in reverse, and he moved it across his throat before turning his hand. The gesture froze the four men in place, as he expected it to.


  “Ken-en-kendari…” the apparent leader of this group within the guild turned to the others. “You told me he was dead, dead in the alley. You said you killed him!?”


  “Ahhh lies, are they not the meat and bread of life? No, he ran away actually. From a woman.” Kendari moved closer, knowing he had these men easily intimidated, two of them already shaking.


  “Four on one, not even you could—“


  “Yes he can, I saw him! Florin, help us kill this elf. He is wanted and Johnas is paying a kings reward, here!” the third agent of the White Spider handed Rosana back her blade and let her arm go.


  “I am not Florin!” Rosana fell to the soot and refuse covered walkway, blade in hand, sobbing in frustration.


  “Then who are you!?” the leader turned toward the crying woman he knew was not his domenarch. He had known the whole time since she had no apparent will or skill with a blade.


  “I am…Queen Rosana of Harlaheim! Your…bitch Florin sits on my damn throne!” her words trailed off in more tears as she threw the rapier into the muck and placed her head between her knees to hide her face and her shame.


  “Interesting.” Kendari moved closer, a few feet away from the leader now.


  “She’s worth a lot to ransome if it’s true, take her with and let’s head up topside. Florin, wherever she is, will know what to do.” just as he went to grab the supposed queen, the heated edge of Shiver appeared inches from his neck.


  “That would be my prisoner, thank you.”


  “You don’t stand a chance against all four of us—“ his words stopped as the blade came closer and the heat made his eyes wince.


  “He killed five last night Dillim, and I hear fifteen in Chazzrynn a few months back. That’s why the Prince offered five thousand on his ugly head. Let’s leave here and live!” the trembling words of the one that got away killed any hope for rallying the others to stand.


  “He is almost correct, Dillam, it was twenty two in Chazzrynn and the price was ten thousand in gold. That was before I came to Harlaheim, I am sure it has gone up since then. I can make the count higher here, or you can leave me to my prisoner. Your choice.” Kendari whispered into his opponent’s ear, noting the white knuckle grip he held on his dagger.


  “Fock the ugly elf, I say—“


  Swoossshh, thump, thump, sploosh, thud, clank.


  His stance regained, Kendari watched the blood drip from his longblade after taking Dllams head clean off, watching it fall to the floor, then in the sewage, followed by his body and the dagger to the stone floor. “Ugly? That was rude, truly. Now, the same offer stands, unless you would like to join your friend in deep, permanent, meditation.”


  Like crows from the sight of an eagle beaming in on their kill, the three men vanished into the side tunnels of the undercity. Waiting for a countermaneuver or a trick, the Nadderi swordsman held still amidst the frightened sobs of the woman professing to be queen Rosana of Harlaheim. Nothing stirred, nothing moved near, and only the sound of the heat from the lantern and the longsword made any violation in the faintest. Kendari sheathed his swords and pulled the woman to her feet by the armpit.


  “Time to go, your highness.”


  “And to where? Am I just a trade to be bartered from killer to corrupt criminal? Just kill me now, whoever you are!” Rosana went to fall to her feet, but was held up by the marked and deadly elf.


  “I do not deal with the White Spider who wants you. I do not deal with the nobility who has hurt you and removed you from power. However, I am sure there are nobles somewhere that will pay something of great value to have you safe and secure. In reality, I just want to see another scheme of Prince Johnas Valhera fail, it amuses me. He will surely add money to the pile and keep my nights exciting from city to city with assassins and bounty hunters. Now, my moneys are low so where am I taking you, your majesty? Keep in mind though, if you run or scream, I will kill you before your words escape or your second step is taken.” his eyes beamed into hers, leaving no doubt in their validity.


  “Saint Erinsburg, take me to Lord Cristoff Bradswellen the Third, Lord of Saint Erinsburg. He has plenty of gold and jewels, enough to satisfy a murderer like yourself.” despite not falling into the hands of Florin’s followers, Rosana knew that this marked elf was just like them.


  “We shall see.” Kendari pushed the woman to walk ahead of him, and kept one hand on Shiver, just in case.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Cristoff II:II


  Bradswellen Castle, Saint Erinsburg


  The Lord of Saint Erinsburg sat on his decorated chair in the great hall of his castle, pondering his next move. The early morning sun was hidden by clouds that promised spring rain sometime soon. He looked up to Sir James and Azenairk who sat quietly at the long rectangular table of dark stained oak and rose marble inlays. He glanced to Saberrak and Shinayne who stood in the doorway having a whispered conversation of their own, likely about him. Gwenneth was reading the tome given to her by Ansharr, peaceful and content at the end of the table, alone. His thoughts went back a day to the funeral of his cousin, then to the rumor that Florin and the bishop of Harlaheim had been executed in L’Herrim Square yesterday, and finally back to the realization that the king would undoubtedly send an army any day to his city. His hands tightened on his beard and face, trying to squeeze some comfort out with a little tug of pain. In the back of the chamber sat his capitans, the priests, and a few notable merchants and landowners that had worries and needed answers. Sir Karai and Sir Leonard had arrived earlier, having ditched their noble escorts. Cristoff had led them to the grave of Savanno, and allowed their mourning time alone. He wished they had come with men, but this was not the case.


  “Lord Cristoff, how many men could the king send, should he attack?” James tried to recall his military training from his youth in Southwind Keep.


  “His standing army is three thousand, with another three in reserve. His royal guard number five hundred, plus any knights to lead them and their men as well. Of that, a thousand would be cavalry. Saint Erinsburg is landlocked, which nullifies his naval force of two thousand on twenty or more vessels. He has catapults, ballistae, and several siege towers as well.” just speaking the words aloud was depressing and set a tone of hopelessness in the great hall full of crosses, flags, and tapestries befitting a king.


  Azenairk looked up to the distinguished lord with his thin crown atop a weary head and spoke softly. “And how many soldiers are here, my lord?”


  “Now? Five hundred and three hundred cavalry. That accounts for every man that can pull a blade or carry a spear, good dwarf. Half my men have seen battles that make them vastly superior to Harlaheim forces, for we have spent much time fending off the terrors of the Karnassos Swamps. The other half, well, you get my meaning Zen. It would be a siege that could last days, perhaps a week at best. I would have no way to meet him on the field and protect the city.” the veteran lord and champion of many battles thought of what his new allies could do to help, but in his mind and heart, they had risked enough already. Assisting each other was one thing, them taking a stand with him against the king in a losing battle which was certain death, that was another.


  “We could help plan the defenses, my lord. Saberrak and I have some—“


  Cristoff put his hand up to politely silence the elven noble from Kilikala. “Lady Shinayne, you and yours have helped beyond that which I could ever ask anyone. Further involvement will only get you branded as a threat to the kingdom, and you already have too many looking for you as it is. I am trying to figure the best road in which to get you safely out of Harlheim. You have your mission to the west, I have mine here, and we must part soon for I fear every hour we waste brings you all closer to capture.”


  “So you are giving up then?” Shinayne lowered her head, fearing the worst, that Cristoff had been beaten before the battle had yet to begin.


  “Not at all. I plan on making Richmond earn his prize. He may have numbers, but there is not one of his knights or capitans, even himself, that has the experience in battle of myself. I will make him wish he had never sent his army. Maybe he will give up, maybe and most likely the castle will be taken, but none of it without a stand. That I promise you.” Cristoff stood, hand on the grip of his immaculately engraved longsword with the cross pommel. “Capitans, you have a city to fortify and men to organize. I need you, Norrice, to arrange the detail that will get our friends here to Lake Devon. The road to Bailey should be clear after you cross the bridge south of Devonmir. From there, travel northwest across Willborne until you reach the Misathi Mountains, then my men will return to me. You know the rest.”


  “I will stay and fight with you Lord Cristoff.” James spoke up nervously. He knew his friends were staring at him, even Gwenne paused from her study of the arcane text written in the tongue of dragons.


  “I would welcome it greatly, Sir James, truly. But your friends are in need of you and your sword. A knight of Chazzrynn taking sides against the king of Harlaheim would likely earn you dishonor, regardless of cause.”


  “I was told by my king that any enemy that stands in my way is an enemy of Chazzrynn and—“


  “Yes, James Andellis of Southwind Keep, that is true, we were all there.”Gwenne interrupted him. “However, the king did not tell you to seek out or stand against enemies so that you may engage in any fight you wish. He did not give you license to draw swords on anyone you deem-“


  “Gwenneth, you know nothing of honor or knighthood. I have a commitment to uphold the truth and honor wherever I go, and this injustice cannot be left to fate, not when I can help it!” James raised his voice a bit louder than he had expected to.


  “And this is not your fight or your injustice nor does it have anything to do with Chazzrynn. You promised to go with Azenairk, with us, to seek out this mythical place. Even though I doubt it exists, you made a vow to a friend, James. How is your honor feeling now?” Gwenneth kept her composure calm, letting James get red in the face and embarrass himself at his attempt at bravado and selflessness.


  James felt his pride and honor screaming for him to take the field with Cristoff once more. He was blind to anything else he may have promised, he had forgotten the western venture as so much had happened in the days since the vow on Soujan Mountain. He looked to Zen, then to Cristoff. “Tell me what to do, my lord.”


  “I am not your lord, however, I do have some authority here. That is the rumor anyway.” the veteran soldier and ruler of Saint Erinsburg placed his armored hand on James’ shoulder, drew his sword and placed it on the table. The feathered cross pommel was facing toward them both. “Sir James, I order you as a knight, before Alden, Lord of Heaven, by my noble authority, to protect these travelers, truer friends you have not, in their journey west. I envy you more than you will ever know. Do not fail them, or me, should it even require your life.”


  “So be it then. I will honor Lord Cristoff’s order, although I feel to leave this city, to whatever fate a menace of a ruler has in store for it, is a sin against my honor.” James stood and bowed to the armored lord of the city. “Cristoff, why don’t you come with us? Lead your people from here and travel west with us?”


  Shinayne nearly fell forward with the comment from James, and gasps escaped the lips of Zen and Gwenneth as to the folly of such an idea. “James, to lead a city of ten thousand people through dangerous territory to a place that may or may not exist is not even feasible. How would they live, eat, where would they sleep? Be serious please, that is not an offer that is realistic. You need to accept that Cristoff has duty here, and that duty requires difficult decisions at times.” Shinayne pleaded with logic to her friend in his troubled state.


  “You traveled how far from Kilikala, then how far from the Agarian coast all the way to the Western Wastes of southern Chazzrynn? Three months or more Shinayne? How did you survive?” James was standing up to his friend, simply because he did not want to see any more great leaders die for nothing.


  “I am one person, James, not an entire city. Please be practical.”


  The knight of Chazzrynn straightened up and turned toward Cristoff Bradswellen. “My Lord, should you change your mind in regards to this battle, I have an offer for you, as long as it is acceptable to the rest present.” he looked around, receiving shaking heads from the highborne elf, the minotaur, and the prodigal wizard. Azenairk looked up to them both and simply nodded in agreement. “You will have a home in Mooncrest, far to the west, for you and your people. No one need die here for the corruption of one bad king. No one need live chained to a would be funeral out of duty. Should there be a Mooncrest and the fabled mines of Kakisteele at the end of our journey, it will not be a place of sworn titles to death and corruption and slavery. It will be something far greater. I offer you a new beginning, with us, should you find this time in your life to be less than what you had hoped for, my lord.”


  “Agreed.” Saberrak huffed the words out then turned and left the chamber.


  “I agree as well. May God bless you Cristoff.” Azenairk followed the gray minotaur.


  Shinayne looked at the deep lines of thought on Cristoff’s brow, then to the heartfelt concern across James’ face. She bowed to the lord of the city. “Perhaps we will meet again, Lord Cristoff, may Siril protect you.”


  Gwenneth Shook her head at the formal nonsense, bowed her head to Cristoff and followed her friends to the stables to give James and the lord some time alone. She had not the stomach to deal with emotional drama and male bravado while so entrenched in learning a new language that would lead to further powers in the arcane arts. She had tried to translate every word spoken in the great hall into the draconic tongue in her mind. Gwenne had felt the staff of Imoch was assisting her in learning faster than her ingenious mind was already capable of. She had thought to say farewell in the tongues of dragons, but she knew neither of them would understand it.


  Cristoff sat back down in his decorated chair and removed his crown. He sat it in his lap and ran his fingers across it then looked at James Andellis. “I admire your devotion to truth and honor, James. But your friends are right. You have a quest that goes beyond what will happen here in the next few days or weeks. Don’t risk a future by defending something that is not yours. I am honored, truly, and perhaps I will go west to find you. That will depend on what happens here in Saint Erinsburg.”


  “I fear that malicious rulers, mistakes, and twists of fate seem to damn those that would have a greater purpose, such as yourself, my lord. I hate to see another great leader die for land and greed, duty or not. If there is a dream of a perfect kingdom, and surely you and I have had the same dreams, may Alden send you west to see if it can be done. For certain, it cannot be done here.” James bowed deeply to the lord he admired, turned to walk out of Bradswellen castle.


  “Sir James.” Cristoff waited for the man to stop and turn, which he did. “Whatever you unleashed on the battlefield outside this castle, what faith you felt in the mountain, and what honor courses through those southern veins of yours, please hold onto that for yourself and your friends. It is a great quality, befitting a great knight. I would be honored to join you in the west. You and your friends have something that I could only wish for in the knights of this realm. Do not betray that, not ever.”


  “Thank you my lord, I do not plan to.” James bowed again, and walked out of the great hall, his heart full of sorrow and hope.


  “Farewell my brave friends, may we live to fight together again.” Cristoff rested back on his chair, twirling the crown of lordship around in his fingers.


  “Mooncrest, eh? What a mythical nighttime story that had been when I was young. What a silly dream they have.” the soldier next to him, enveloped in the spirit of adventure and glories he had been overhearing sighed and let his eyes close and drift back to reality.


  “And if they were to find it, what would you do soldier?”


  “Permission to speak freely my lord?”


  “Granted.”


  “I would take my family to the west just to spend my life in service to such an honorable and sacred place, especially if it were they who ruled it. They have something, a bond, a blessing, the people see it sire. I would go with them if I were able. But since it does not exist, it is just a dream. If it were true though, I would go.” the soldier’s face was red and nervous, but his honesty had been victorious over his loyalty to Cristoff.


  “As would I soldier, as would I.” Cristoff closed his eyes for a moment, trying not to think of his bloody days to come. He dreamt of Mooncrest and the thrill of adventure, a thrill he had once, long ago.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Exodus II:XIV


  Castle L’Herrim, City of Harlaheim


  Florin paced back and forth across the blue velvet carpet that was centered in the throne room of Richmond the Second. She had planned on raising the siege again to keep Kalzarius busy while she and her men found a way into the tower. The imposter queen had schemed up quite a bit with the sniveling king and on her own. Very little was going as planned. She swished her rapier through the air three times in anger, trying to force thoughts that would not come, answers to the dilemmas she found herself in. The Crossguard Legion was reportedly crossing the Harlaheim border near Devonmir, which meant she had three days at most to have this mess cleared up. Once the cardinal was here with Agara’s most lethal army, she had better have a solid handle on everything in the kingdom. The only loose ends she could think of were Cristoff, the fugitives that assisted him from Chazzrynn, Karai, Leonard, and Kalzarius. Of course, the recent news that Kendari had aquired Queen Rosana from her own agents was disturbing at best for the lady assassin, as was hearing of Alec’s death and that of nine other of her own members of the underground guild, Yari included.


  “You seem distressed my queen, how can I be of service?” Richmond had been watching her pace for nearly an hour now and was actually laughing out loud at her silent frustrations. He knew all too well that it was all falling apart, so he drank dwarven whiskey from Fazurand and laughed at it out of a hopeless childlike demeanor.


  “You could have planned this better you know. I have your pregnant queen loose with one of the deadliest and most wanted mercenaries on the continent. How that happened, I have no clue.” Florin fumed and pointed her rapier at Richmond as she paced more, thankfully in an otherwise empty chamber.


  “This, Kendari you speak of, how did he manage to get past all of your men anyway?” Richmond retorted with direct accusation.


  “Why did you not just kill Rosana? Why all the dramatic flare to rally your people, Richmond? Your grandiosity with the populace has left us in more danger than you were in while she still sat on the throne! Do not place the blame with my contacts for your inability to kill your adulteress whore of a wife!” the domenarch of the White Spider replied to the blaming query that furthered her frustrations. She thought now of having to kill Kendari and take matters into her own hands, knowing this whelp of a noble had not the stomach nor the skill for it.


  “Kalzarius in nullified, the knights of Saint Tarumin are dead or about to be, Cristoff will not last the next few days, the people have been placated, and you whine of a few loose ends? You were far more formidable as just my dirty secret weapon than in the forefront of the barrage, Florin.” Richmond taunted again, knowing he would twist her into doing what he wanted one way or the other.


  “Really?! Without me, you would have not had the ground to stand on to perform any of this! My supposed death and charges to the people gave you the power and leverage to do all you needed. In fact, you did very little, my men and my diversions did it for you. Do not bite the hand that feeds, Richmond!”


  “Then do what you must to take care of the small loose ends, my queen. Take the army to Saint Erinsburg with Sebastian and Phillip. You know that she will seek Cristoff out, so raze the city and the castle to the ground. I will further the rumors of Cristoff’s betrayals and keep the fires warm here while you dispose of the problems hiding there. Very simple, Florin.”


  “And what of the Legion? I have little time you realize, since they are days away now.” she calmed herself as her mind began planning and releasing the angered panic.


  “Then use the army as a diversion, and sneak yourself and your best assassins into Bradswellen Castle at night and handle it that way if you must. I care not.” Richmond drank some wine now and smiled, sensing his manipulations working as planned.


  “Assassins? What would give you the idea I have—“


  “Do not pretend that I am an idiot, Florin. I do not know who you worked for, but there is someone or something you are connected to, that much I do know. You have resources that often surpass my own, and finding out about them has been nearly impossible to achieve. I have tried. I am well aware that you hold some position of power within something, that much I am certain of. I need not know, but do not play innocent with me here and now. So, take your best blades and do it the old fashioned way.” his eyes never left hers, his last cards of knowledge layed out to stun her and give him the upper hand. All he wanted her to know is that he knew, and that would be enough to get her to do what he wanted; to destroy and silence any who opposed him within his own kingdom, no matter the risk.


  “And when I get caught in Saint Erinsburg, surrounded by the Crossguard Legion, you will be laughing all the way from your throne. I am not an idiot either, Richmond. I think it better if I keep my plans to myself, your majesty, the old fashioned way.” Florin bowed, sheathed her blade and strode out of the chamber to finish what they had started, her way.


  “By the way, Karai and Leonard have gone missing. I would suspect they are in hiding with the Order of Saint Tarumin. If you were half a man, you would at least draw your sword and order the charge into Saint Erinsburg yourself and let me hunt them down while you pretend to lead.” her words bit hard, even Florin knew she was pushing it a tad too far.


  Richmond, half drunk already, drew his sword with a childish smile. He pointed it behind his head toward the north and let the blade tip stab an innocent and ancient tapestry behind the throne. “I hereby order the charge, my queen.” his laughter rolled like the tears from his eyes as he nearly fell forward from his seat.


  “You are pathetic, Rosana was right. I go to kill your enemies once more, before they ally with the legion from the church. Try not to wreck what we have acheieved in the few days I am gone Richmond.” Florin marched out of the throneroom, deciding whether to charge in or cash out and run.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Shinayne stepped up in the stirrup of her painted stallion, followed by Gwenneth, James, and Azenairk doing the same. The elven noble looked down to Saberrak and nodded, then to Norrice who was waiting ahead with an escort of ten mounted soldiers. The newly appointed capitan of the personal guard to Lord Bradswellen bowed from his steed to all five of those about to embark on their journey to the west. The elven swordswoman noticed his nervousness at leading the escort to the free city of Bailey in Willborne. The elf surmised it was more to do with what would be happening in Saint Erinsburg when he returned than the actual few days of mounted travel back and forth with Shinayne and her friends.


  Norrice turned his horse to the west, as did his men, keeping the pace slow until the travelers had their moment alone and chose to join them. James Andellis turned to the castle, hoping that Cristoff would come riding out of the gates to join them, to find the lost city and the fabled mines. The sun was high in the afternoon sky and the clouds spread slowly over Saint Erinsburg as the knight of Chazzrynn procrastinated. All was silent for uncounted moments until Saberrak huffed and began walking west toward the escorts. Zen and Gwenneth followed on horseback. Just then, Cristoff walked out onto the battlements high on his castle walls. James drew his broadsword the same instant the the lord drew his blade, each saluting high then bringing the edge close to their faces and sheathing them together. No words were exchanged in the distance between them, none were needed.


  “Come on James, your bravery and honor are needed with us. Cristoff will cross your path again, I can feel it. Let us go.” Shinayne patted James on the shoulder and turned her steed to trail the others. She kept a slow trot until she heard the whinny of the steed behind her that let her know her friend was not far behind.


  The five companions caught up to their Harlian escort, Saberrak the gray was the only one on foot, which he much preferred and had little choice in since there was not a beast big enough to carry him. Gwenneth and Zen rode ahead with Norrice and the ten soldiers of Saint Erinsburg while James stayed in the rear alone. The elven noblewoman cast her gaze down to the jogging minotaur, her aquamarine eyes squinting with difficulty on her horse. Saberrak squinted back, confused, with his dark eyes behind the shadowy horn tattoos across his face.


  “Problems, elf?” he huffed his steady breaths in and out as his steel scale armor jingled and chinked with every heavy step.


  “I do not like horses. This is why I run alongside you or ahead most often, horses are most unstable beasts. How armies of men ride these things, I will never know.” Shinayne struggled to get comfortable on the stallion from Lord Cristoff. Given the emotional moments and his great generosity, Shinayne had decided not to be rude and decline the magnificent animal, and give the large creature a try once more.


  “You should try riding one of those brahma things I rode in Chazzrynn. Much worse, more hair, slow, and dumb. I was relieved when it ran off in the night.” Saberrak chuckled as the horse ridden by his elven friend fought against her keeping it next to the minotaur.


  “I paid good coin for that thing in Southwind Keep you realize. Had you kept in til Vallakazz, we could have gotten plenty for it.”


  “You’re rich anyway, Shinayne. What’s a few coins here and there for a bit of trial and error?”


  “Well the purse is running low, low for me anyway. What I wouldn’t give to have a trained griffon from Kilikala here and now to ride.” Lady T’Sarrin clenched her legs in the saddle, hoping the horse would realize her discomfort and steady its pace for her.


  “A griffon? What is that?” the gray gladiator grabbed the reins from the elf and kept the steed on course with him. He had had enough of being bumped into and having his feet almost tripped by swerving hooves and elven steering.


  “Griffons, the most graceful steed one could hope for. As large as a horse, just not as tall and wobbly. The head of a hawk with a curved beak, body and tail feline in nature, and a majestic wingspan of white feathers sometimes trimmed or dyed with blues and purples.”


  “You ride them on the ground or in the air?”


  “The air, usually two elves in a double saddle in times of war. One archer in the rear facing away, and the lancer in the front keeping formation. I was a captain in the Griffon Wing of Kilikala and led an army of three hundred avian cavalry. Griffons are also far more loyal and protective when trained right. These, horses, are just inferior in comparison.” Shinayne was gazing at the cloudy skies, recalling her years in the airwing, then a sudden jolt of her angry stallion brought her back to the moment.


  Saberrak smiled through his rough and intimidating visage. “Someday, if this place truly exists to the west, perhaps you will have some of your own.”


  “It exists, I have heard stories in my youth about Mooncrest and the elven forests south of those mountains. Tintasarn was supposedly a place of great peace and solitude for the Agarian elves, before the inquisition of Altestan that divided them and led to their downfall.” Shinayne thought of how her elders would sit and talk of what could be done to restore the great elven cities that had been lost. She was young, over a century ago, but her mind recalled how great sadness prevailed at those noble meetings of the different elven races.


  “So, it exists then. Fine. So what do we do when we get there?”


  The elven noble thought from her uncomfortable pace on the horse that the minotaur led for her. “I am not sure Saberrak. I think we will know when we get there. I am more worried about James at the moment.”


  The gray gladiator said nothing, lowered his horns, and quickened the pace of he and the steed. He let out a grunt of displeasure and exertion as he ran with the small band on horseback.


  Shinayne acclimated herself to the saddle over the next few hills, and retrieved the reins from her horned companion. Her senses began to expand over the horizons, mostly due to the repetitious and rhythmic beat of hooves. She was surprised at herself for being at such a peaceful center of being while on the back of such an awkward beast. The elven noble could not feel Lavress, wherever he had journeyed to had overstretched her connection to her beloved savage hunter. But Shinayne could feel the conflict in James, a sadness mixed with guilt and honor. He was remaining quiet as he stewed and stormed inside over religion, God, and his purpose in life, and on this very road west. His thoughts of wine and battle came quick and strong, only to be dismissed with his willful banishing and struggle. She breathed in deep and tried to relax and send that calm aura to the knight of Chazzrynn. She had not ever done it before, but many older elves of Kilikala could calm others with deep focused meditation. Not wanting to see his inner pain torment him any longer, she tried, not knowing if it would work or not.


  While the rolling hills and marshland farmsteads passed by, Shinayne remained wide eyed yet elsewhere in spirit. Great animosity to the south, an army perhaps was approaching to where they had left; she could sense wickedness and malice in far off thoughts of some in a cluster of confused emotions. Still smaller and waiting to the west were more urges and sensations of danger, auras that the others had no way to feel or sense. Disrupted at times by the flashing angers of the minotaur, the overwhelming peace and serenity of Azenairk, and the nervousness of the human men that escorted them, Shinayne’s elven perceptions sensed nothing at all from Gwenneth. She tried harder, closing her focus on her female wizard friend, still nothing, not even a flicker of emotion. Shinayne now stared at the woman that rode ahead of her in the formation, and her breath stopped for a brief moment. The white wood staff topped with the emerald was glowing faintly, as if it were watching Shinayne from its resting place across the saddle. It was protecting its owner, without her knowledge, and seemed aware of the elf’s ability to sense things and read emotions.


  The elven swordswoman rode closer to Gwenneth, struggling with her steed to direct it ahead. “Gwenne, may I ask you something?”


  “Of course Shinayne, what is the trouble?” Gwenne sensed a serious query coming, for the elf rarely asked to ask a question.


  “Does that staff that Ansharr gave you speak to you at all?” Shinayne T’Sarrin watched the wizard’s weapon from her peripheral vision to see if it showed any sign of knowing it was being discussed.


  “No, why would you think such a thing?” Gwenne spoke true, yet felt afraid that Shinayne had perceived the impulses of power and desire that the staff of Imoch had been sending her shortly after she had seen it. It was not a language per se, yet it had been trying to assist her and show its powers without Gwenne studying ways to unravel them. The wizard knew that there was a semblance of conscience to the item in question, and now she knew that Shinayne knew of it as well.


  “No reason, just a feeling. It is most likely nothing, but, be careful please.” the elven noble watched the staff strapped behind the wizard, and as she stared the small shimmer of light faded then flashed for an instant. Shinayne nodded to the staff, without anyone knowing, in response to the arcane wink she had just received. “I have heard some of the ancient relics of old arcane masters have a tendency to develop strange quirks when abandoned for many centuries. I am sure you will thoroughly study all the dimensions and such of the gift you carry, right?”


  “Of course Shinayne, you seem concerned. Is there something I should know?” Gwenne bluffed like a true lady of nobility, without a second thought of it.


  “No, no Gwenneth. Do not be concerned, I trust your judgement and capabilities, just an odd feeling. It is likely nothing.” Shinayne, too, was accustomed to court and hiding one’s intentions. The horses slowed as the light fall of rain showered the company heading west. The elf looked ahead, seeing the torrential downpour they were heading toward, she decided to wait til another time to talk more about the staff.


  “Capitan Norrice.” Shinayne called ahead as the troupe slowed pace and gathered to discuss making camp.


  “Yes Lady T’Sarrin?”


  “Watch the west, I sense something waiting ahead. I can not tell who or what, but there is a group of beings on our road with intentions less than pure.” she pulled the hood of her cloak up over her head as the rainfall strengthened.


  “Of course, my lady. Can you sense things like that often? Can all elves do that?” Norrice seemed worried, nervous, and did not care for the rain at all.


  “Yes, and no. Not all elves practice that sort of meditation and attunement to the things around them. But I can tell you have another question, and the answer is also, yes.”


  “What was my question, how did you…?”


  “Is the army of Harlaheim marching on Saint Erinsburg? It was all over your spirit, and yes, I sensed a large group of beings to the south heading north. How many, I cannot tell numbers, only that their intentions are not peaceful or serene.” Shinayne lowered her head, knowing what would come next, knowing this young man acted with his fears and emotions more than common sense and reason.


  “We have to leave, if we leave now we can help with the preparations. Or, in the morning perhaps.” Norrice thought only of his lord and the city he was raised in. He did not want to return to a smoldering graveyard when he could have been there to warn and prevent it.


  “You must do what you feel is right, capitan.” Shinayne bowed her head as the horses and riders kept in line on the muddy road west.


  Norrice looked to the men and the companions of the elven noblewoman he was sworn to protect and escort into Willborne. He took a few deep breaths and recalled his oath to Cristoff. “We will see you to the Harlaheim border as ordered, but out of concern for my home, may we hurry?”


  “Of course capitan Norrice, you set the pace.” Shineyne felt relieved that his word was stronger than his fear and rashness of mind.


  The dark clouds continued their barrage of rain throughout the remainder of the day as the company pushed on across country. No moonlight from either moon shone as dark day faded to darker night without notice. The smell of freshwater wind over the moist marshland farms gave away that Lake Devon was close by. Four lanterns and a glowing staff held by Gwenne gave sufficient light for the men to lead on into the storming late of night. The restless horses, fearful soldiers, and battering thunderstorms finally broke the desire of any to carry on further. The capitan raised his hand to halt, and without as much as a word or an order, the men began to dismount and set tents near a grove of banyan trees above a rushing stream.


  Saberrak walked up to Shinayne with a load of tents and poles across his wide shoulders. “What do you sense elf? Will they see us to the bordertown or leave back to Cristoff?”


  The highborne elf looked to the nervous men as they whispered amongst themselves and set camp. “They will follow Cristoff’s orders, yes, but nothing more I feel. Their home is about to be at war, and not an army of mere occupation. What would you do if you were them?”


  “You know what I would do, heh! I do not follow orders, nor do I care to let anyone feel threatened unless I am the one giving the threats.” the minotaur huffed and snorted as he walked toward the encampment.


  “Then we should be grateful as they go against their instincts to see us safely west.” Shinayne dismounted her horse, and tethered it to a nearby branch. Keeping one eye on the capitan, and one on Gwenne’s staff, she started to help set up the camp.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Lavress II:IV


  South of Roricdale, Deep South, Chazzrynn


  The snow was soft and wet, disappearing in spots to warn of the coming spring season. With no trail to follow, the wood elf hunter knew his choices were few, and the territory more than dangerous. Lavress had bandaged his wounds from the harpy arrows well and he noticed the blood was barely seeping through the torn brown cloth from his cloak. He had thought of heading north, close to the ruins of Arouland, yet the ogre menace there could prove trying with his injury and exhaustion. West would take him into the endless Vateric Ocean, south into the tribal Deep South where no foreigner was safe, leaving the only option for survival in his state being, to travel east to Roricdale. From there, Lavress knew that he could find rest and food then head northeast across the rural center of Chazzrynn to the Temple of the Whitemoon. He knew that elves in general were not seen often in Chazzrynn, the cold weather and distance from elven cities ensured that he was a rarity here.


  It would be four or five days after Roricdale to the Temple of the Whitemoon that was now guarded by Princess Lanaru-Fin and her priests. Lavress Tilaniun stopped behind a tree, a thawing oak he noted, and listened with his keen elven ears for sounds of his pursuer. Birds of early spring had begun sending melodies to one another, the flit of squirrels and tree moles, but of Eliah Shendrynn he heard nothing. The elven hunter thought of Eliah, the highborne traitor and formidable wizard of Kilikala. He tried to concentrate on sensing him, near or far, just something to give him a sense of how far behind his enemy truly was and if he had followed throught the ancient portal yet. He had tracked Eliah here across the Agarian continent not long ago. The Gimmorian temple they had fought in was a day behind, and Lavress assumed that the rogue elven thief of the books of high elven magick could track him in ways that were only known to those that practice the arts of the arcane. For that reason, the tattood savage of Gualidura had to keep his pace quick. He knew that he was in no condition to face Eliah, and that he would be coming for the fourth book. For whatever reason the noble elf had turned against his people, Lavress knew not. All he knew is that his life meant nothing in comparison to the ancient tome in his pack, at least to the wizard who now surely hunted him.


  Lavress thought of Shinayne as his steps dodged through melted snow patches in the pine forest. His noble beloved was certainly alive, for he could feel her hearbeat very faint in his quiet mind. She was far away though, to the north and traveling with some unrest in her spirit. He wished that his path had crossed hers, that his mission from the Hedim Anah had not been so urgent leaving no time for explanation, or that she had simply waited for him in Kilikala. No, his lovely young companion had more stubborn veins in her heart than any elf he had ever been acquainted. Highborne nobility matched with prowess of the sword and a heart full of desire; it had been many months since he had seen Shinayne T’Sarrin and it would be many more he feared. Lavress Tilaniun of Gualidura snapped his eyes back to full focus as his booted foot slid into a rather fresh smudge of snow and mud. He stopped, wiping the thoughts of her away quickly and looked down at his path through the trees of southern Chazzrynn.


  “Ogre.” Lavress knelt down to inspect the wide sprawling sets of tracks, hundreds or more. He could tell by the size of the foot and length of stride between steps that a large organized mass of ogre had recently traveled this very way, from west to east heading the same direction. Odd, he thought, ogre do not travel in numbers like this, ever. Even in Bloodskull, the largest ogre city, the tribes and clans rarely unite in anything of great size or travel far from home. But the hunter was certain of his survey and absolute in his resolution that an army of ogre were ahead of him, perhaps half a day and heading to Roricdale.


  He thought of the invaluable book in his pack, then of the threat that lay before him, a threat to the people of Chazzrynn. Lavress followed the tracks and quickened his pace, keeping his vision moving all around in case of stragglers or scouts.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  More tracks, different though, and Lavress went to a knee silently to inspect what appeared like a second group of markings that had come from the northwest alongside the ogre he followed. Four clawed toes and lighter steps, careful and cautious steps he noticed. The hunter knew they were trolls beyond doubt, maybe a hundred give or take. The drag of mud through the snow showed him that they were skittish and hesitant in their travel, moving back and forth with indecision quite often. They revolved around four heavier trolls moving in unison, four tracks that did not sway or stop and left far deeper imprints in the snow and earth. Being of the same size, however, Lavress knew that they carried something, or someone. He saw many scratches in trees, serving no purpose save for the wretched beasts to perhaps find their way back to whatever forsaken swamps they crept out of in the Hollowmoors to the north. Lavress began to think not of his wounds or exhaustion, but of what possible purpose ogre and trolls would be traveling together this far into human settled areas, en masse. His feet glided through the snowy underbrush and forest with even greater speed and stealth, fearing the worst.


  The sun fell behind the forest smattered hills of southern Chazzrynn, the orange and rose glows to the east emanating through the pines and valleys were far too warm a farewell for where the wild elf was heading. The monstrous footprints became softer as he traveled east into the setting sun, he knew he was getting close. The hunter drew his bow and nocked an arrow, crouched steps of silence in the shadows of early night left not a sound as he approached a rising hill where he slowed his movements. Lavress could smell the trolls now, and ogre as well. He smelled blood, sensed fear, and even heard the far off convsering of hisses, grunts, growls and rough speech of wicked beings. Pulling the arrow back tight in the bowstring, the elven warrior crept from pine to willow to oak, keeping his form in the shade of starlit dusk. The top of the hill held two ogre he could see, standing guard with spears almost twice his height. They looked drowsy, worn from a hard long march from the west and Lavress watched as they drifted in and out of sleep while leaning against old pines above a valley. He moved without notice, stepped without sound, like death from the forest of night he took aim.


  The arrow was drawn and still, his amber eyes in perfect line with the shaft and steel tip directly pointed to the throat of the ogre guard on the left. Lavress waited until the raucus was just loud enough and seemingly on the rise from the beasts over the hill. Their dialogue and raised voices of guttural speech and hissing mixed with the Agarian tongue of men climbed more and more; and he fired. Before his deadly shot hit its intended victim, he drew another arrow and unleashed it into the ogre on the right and sheathed his bow in one fluid motion. Two short whistles of the wind being pierced by wood and steel ended suddenly with the breaking of flesh into ogre necks.


  The ten foot tall beast on the right fell to its knees and then to the snowy earth, the projectile seemingly pierced the spine in the back of its neck by the violent twitching of limbs that followed. Tusks beared and mouth open wide with gurgling blood and rage, the ogre on the left grabbed the spear leaning next to the pine tree and whirled around searching for the culprit that had violated his restful watch. The arrow was through the flesh and windpipe and protruding out the back side with small bits of red dripping meat covering the tip. Sickly purple eyes full of surprise, it caught a shadow flit through the darkening forest. The ogre of the west backed up toward the gathering of its kin, hoping to get attention. It attempted a roar or yell for aid to battle, but nothing emerged save more blood and the hissing of air through a new orifice in its neck. It felt steel cut open wide the back of its thighs, taking all remaining strength to stand away as it fell forward leaning on a wooden spear. Before another reaction could be made or sighting concluded on its aggressor, the ogre was released from all pain as a falcata severed its head from the body and all faded to empty black.


  The wood elf hunter caught the head by the greasy black strings of braided hair before it hit the ground and rolled downhill. He hid behind the pines, listening for any pursuers that may have been within earshot. Lavress watched the twitch of the dead body to his left, face down in the snow with an ever growing pool of dark red springing from its neck. A small river of blood ran downhill to where he had shot them, pouring strong from the decapitated ogre whose head he still held in his tightened grip. The hunter remained still for many moments, head of an enemy in one hand, crimson coated falcata in the other. His pointed elven ears observed the words from afar, with each passing second his focus was closer and more clear. He separated words from the overwhelming array of useless banter and savage speech that blanketed the valley below. Lavress turned to peer around the pine and down into the lower ground where the gathering was centered.


  His eyes focused and ears honed in on every word through the jumble of sounds, Lavress steadied his breathing as he spied on the forces below his position. There were nearly a hundred trolls by quick count, and four of them held aloft a wooden platform with a throne. The chair was made of twisted vines, petrified tree roots, and skulls of many various sizes and shapes all melded with black ichor long dried. Atop her swarm of giant hissing green warriors sat a female troll, her body barely covered with a garment of stitched skins that had rotted to yellow and black. Her hair was braided with animal bones and fangs, her claws as long as knives at the ends of her long thin fingers, and two rows of wicked black pointed teeth seemed to smile unnervingly as she hissed orders to her subjects. She stood, revealing her height of almost twelve feet and her four arms. Each arm pointed to different groups of her slimy kin, issuing commands in some foul speech that Lavress had never heard. Bonfires cascaded into the evening gloom that settled into the valley south of Roricdale, and the sound of the ogre grew louder.


  The ogre were double in numbers and equipped with spears, stolen blades and axes, covered in animal hides, and staying close to a hunched figure they seemed to revere. Lavress could barely make him out, yet his clothing seemed reminiscent of regal garments and he held a curved blade at his side that was finely polished unlike the dirty rust covered weapons of his subordinate beasts. Large wolves of black and gray, dozens of them, leashed with chains and held by those that surrounded the noble figure of the ogre. The hunter focused in the dark of the shadows that encompassed this leader of the ogre tribes, trying to make out more detail from so far away. His skin was not the tan, yellow, and brown of his brothers. It was gray and rotted in places, plagued by disease that obviously had not killed him but had stolen the flesh and scarred his body. His hair was streaked with gray and one of his eyes was but a black empty socket. The wolves growled at the trolls as they came too close, followed by the hissing of trolls in return, then returned flexing of muscles and low grunts from the ogre. The queen of the trolls would shriek to an earpierce, then the ogre king would raise his hand and yell toward her as he gripped his curved blade.


  The commotion would escalate then drift off as a black robed figure hovered off of the ground with his hands raised. The hunter now saw a small group of human men with crossbows in front of a caravan that appeared faintly noble. Two dark clad swordsmen approached without fear toward the robed wizard as if they were waiting for an introduction. Lavress listened intently, ever watchful of his back as the missing sense of Eliah Shendrynn was still a mystery.


  “Great Avegarne, king of the ogre, and great Mun Parr, queen of the trolls, you have traveled far to meet this night with the prince of Valhirst.” Salah Cam levitated a healthy seven or eight feet from the moist earth, his tattered robes crackling in the eastern winds. “May I present my lord and future king of Chazzrynn, Johnas Valhera!”


  Hisses and growls went into the sky and down the valley south of Roricdale. The wolves howled as their masters pounded their chests and stomped their feet. The ogre were still as Avegarne the plagued walked forward. The trolls never stopped milling and writhing around the grand platform that held their four armed queen of the Hollowmoors, yet she was carried closer by her kin as well. The handsome human, surely Agarian by the blonde hair and green eyes, walked forward in step and was followed by a dark Harlian man who kept close by his master. Both human men had one black gloved hand on the grip of their blades, despite the line of soldiers with crossbows ready behind them near the horse drawn caravan. Johnas bowed, followed by Mun Parr and then by Avegarne.


  “I come to you this evening with a proposition that I think you will find hard to refuse.” Johnas paced, his emerald pommeled blade throbbing as he spoke. He paid no mind, yet in his head he knew he was in the midst of someone that would do harm to him. He had felt it upon meeting the ogre and trolls that led him to this spot. The kris blade sent him stronger urges and vibrations when he met Salah Cam minutes earlier, as he came closer to the encampment. “The kings of Chazzrynn have driven the trolls, the ogre, and the barbaric natives out of this realm in the south and west since they first arrived. You have been used, hunted, manipulated, and killed for many centuries here. Was this not your land before they came?”


  “Yesss Johnassss, but is it not youss that support ands strengthensss these kings with youss owns mens?” Mun Parr stood, much to the pain of her kin that carried her throne, and pointed two of her four clawed hands at the prince of Valhirst accusingly. The trolls that understood the Agarian tongue hissed at the prince and the red in the black of their eyes glistened as the furious screeches began.


  The decrepit ogre king of the western wastes raised his hand, his men silent and reserved. “Does Johnas think we are fools? That you would give us part of the kingdom and lands beyond our ruins and swamps after we put our people to the swords of the Chazzrynn armies?” growls and snarls issued from the tusked mouths of the ogre, yet in the face of their king they remained still and disciplined far beyond that of the trolls across from them. “To live in peace together? Do not make a mock of me or mine Valhera.”


  Lavress listened in amazement, not wanting to believe that even the most corrupt noble would enlist the scum of trolls and ogre against his own kingdom of birth. He set the ogre head on the ground slowly, and with great care he sheathed his falcata. The hunter of the Hedim Anah, a mere two hundred feet from the bonfires that centered in this secret conclave, took his enchanted bow from his shoulder, then a griffon feathered arrow and took slow aim. He focused on the ogre king, then the queen of the trolls, the hovering sorcerer that appeared already dead, and then to Johnas Valhera. He paused. He was not an assassin, nor a wanton murderer. The conflict of killing now to save life in the future was strong in his conscience. He struggled with it as the bow was aimed perfectly at the heart of the betraying noble. Lavress closed his eyes, silently asking Seirena for forgiveness for what he was about to do.


  The smirk of insidious evil mixed with an intimidating stare erupted from Johnas’ face as he stepped under the floating wizard and into the center of the fires, dangerously close to the guarded nobility of much larger beings. “Of course you would be suspicious, who would not? You have every right to be. I am entitled to the same distrust. What would happen if you all decided not to stop your conquest after the battles were won? Would you turn on me and continue on east and take far more lands and cities than were agreed? I run risk too, Avegarne. I place all that is mine up for the taking as well, Mun Parr.” he bowed slightly to each of the monstrous leaders as he spoke, captivating them with innocence and slithering around direct answers to their suspicions. “The lands and cities west of the Garalan River must be assaulted and devesated. Hurne, Elcram, Kalik, Southwind Keep, and Roricdale all must fall to get the armies of the king drawn out of Loucas. Once the northern and eastern cities are left vulnerable, my men and I will move in and take the throne. I will move the armies behind him, in the guise of assistance, and finish him off if you have not done so already.”


  “And then what, Prince of Valhirst? Or what if you never arrive?” Avegarne spoke even toned, but loud enough for all to hear.


  “What wouldsss makes us certains that youss will betrays your own blood soos easily, Johnasss?” Mun Parr half hissed and half yelled through a multitude of black fangs.


  “I care not for my people, not in that sense anyway. I follow my Agarian heritage, not that of the king and the conquering blood of the northern kingdoms from which he is descended. I have men of my own, a small army that spans from here to Altestan in secret. This kingdom is my home, but there are two men wanting to rule here, so one must die. I enlist the help of my neighbors where he would have you all dead or driven off. What can I do, besides enlarging your domains, to achieve a prospersous nego---“


  Balric leapt in front of Johnas without hesitation or thought, the necklace and the binding enchantment had control of his actions. He had seen Salah Cam pull a dagger that was dripping with black liquid. From above Johnas, he drew it from his robes slowly and it began to glow with a black effervescence that looked menacing and wicked. Just as Salah Cam turned toward the Prince and looked down, the Harlian swordsman dove past Johnas to put himself in harm’s way. “My Prince, get down!”


  The arrow loosed from the enchanted bow he once gave to Bedesh, the brave satyr of Haven Glen. It whisked past the ominous skull throne of the troll queen, over the heads of the ogre and trolls that polluted the area, and was without fault heading straight for the heart of Johnas Valhera. Lavress blinked slowly, knowing he had gone against his own morals for a greater good. As his eyes opened, he saw the Harlian man leap into the air with outstretched hands intent on the hovering legs of the corrupt wizard. His hands gripped an ankle, and as he pulled down on the dagger wielding arcanist, the arrow intended for the crooked noble pierced Salah Cam through the back instead as he was pulled into its path. Silence exploded from all present as Balric held Salah Cam to his saber, yet a protruding arrow was inches from his chin, an arrow that had gone clean through the wizard and was covered in black thick blood that could not be of a living human. Johnas looked up, as did all present, first to the arrow and Balric, then to the western hill from whence it must have originated.


  The saber crosscut the dagger, forcing Salah Cams forearm out, then an upward slash from Balric’s blade severed the perilous poisoned dagger and the hand that held it. A third cut across down through the chest should have finished the old wizard. Instead, Balric D’Vrelle felt a blast of blue energy from the open palm of Salah Cam that sent him tumbling backwards through mud and snow. He landed face down next to the caravan some forty feet back from the prince. His eyes were hazy and unfocused, yet Balric could hear the firing of dozens of crossbows into the ogre and trolls that surrounded Johnas. His ears picked up on more arcane words as blasts of fire and black arcs of electricity that ripped into the Valhirst soldiers from the wizard he had just run through. Ogre war cries followed with screeches of trolls that were too many to count flared into the night sky as the wolves were set loose into the morass of chaos.


  Balric’s vision slowly centered again, and he could see Johnas diving and sidestepping through the mass of bestial warriors with his kris emerald pommeled blade doing its work. A slash through a hamstring here, then a duck and roll, then a slice across an ogre abdomen, followed by the prince spinning around a troll and plunging the blade deep into soft flesh. He made his way quickly and expertly to what remained of his men as they repeatedly loaded and fired their crossbows to cover their lord. The Harlian swordsman, wishing Johnas had not made it out in one piece, stood to meet the prince as the battle began to spread.


  “We leave to Valhirst!” Johnas snapped at his men and his enslaved bodyguard. His anger at losing a negotiation that he was about to sabotage himself always made him quiet, yet staying here to be slaughtered by whichever menacing race emerged victorious was less than wise he realized. He ducked as more blasts of arcane energies, black and smoldering, desecrated several of his men and their horses.


  “Kill the nobles from Valhirst, their failed treachery shall be collected in blood!” Salah Cam, riddled with crossbow bolts now, hovered above the insanity of ogre and trolls that knew not why they were killing each other beyond simple instinct and hatred. “They betray you now, and so they shall in days and years to come if you do not stand together against your enemies! I, Salah Cam the Eternal, now command you to take these lands from the men who would use you for their own devices! Charge them and leave none breathing!”


  Feeling the power of his voice, enhanced through arcane means no doubt, the volatile but weak willed ogre and troll warriors began to turn their attention to the remaining humans on the eastern trail. The enchanting words seemed to have sway, as the giant soldiers of Avegarne and Mun Parr visualized this injured wizard as a trusted ally, injured, victimized, and powerful. The ogre battle cry was roared, the hissing commands of the troll queen were heard by all her kin, and the mass turned its bloodthirst toward the twenty remaining men with Balric and Johnas.


  Lavress barely noticed the wolves that had caught his scent, followed by several ogre, as they climbed the hill to the west. Still engrossed in the small war that he had started, the guilt of his arrow fresh in his mind, the hunter took aim for another shot. He nearly released twice at the Prince of Valhirst but no clear path presented itself for more than the blink of an eye. He let the bowstring relax, placed the arrow back in his animal hide quiver and slung the bow across his back. Drawing his falcata and kukri simultaneously, the savage elf of Gualidura ran north through the forests of southern Chazzrynn. He knew that five ogre, three trolls, and at least half a dozen starved and abused wolves followed him through the night. Perhaps a hundred feet behind him and closing they were, and Lavress had little strength left. Drawing on his breathing and focus to block out the pain of his injuries and the muscles that resisted the exertion, the hunter of the Hedim Anah pushed on. Snarls and howls followed, yet he did not falter in his steps. His mind thought of solace he could search out nearby. Roricdale was blocked by the mess he had created, so his only chance was to head north along the river to Southwind Keep. It was three days of hard travel, should he survive the long night ahead. The tattooed hunter, now the hunted, made for the open wilderness in hopes that his pursuers would become distracted or lose heart for the chase. What have I done? he thought.


  “You ten men protect our trail. Balric, gather what horses remain and lead us to Valhirst!” Johnas sheathed his blade as he mounted one of the horses belonging to a dead soldier.


  The men looked desperate, betrayed, and confused as the prince of Valhirst rode off leaving them on foot with an army of trolls and ogre bent on spilling blood. They fired into the approaching mob, as they had been since the first arrow struck from afar. Balric did as he was asked, yet felt words strum up from his throat past the difficulty that the domineering necklace impressed upon him. “My prince, should we not all flee?”


  “And take more risk of our pursuit? No. Those men are our insurance of a decent length of start away from our moronic foes. A risk that their blood will satisfy, hopefully. Now move! The White Spider will wage war on Salah Cam the old fashioned way, pure deceit and blessed treachery.” Johnas kicked his steed to the east, mere feet before trolls descended into the ranks of the men ordered to remain and cover. He smiled, knowing war would come one way or the other, just what he needed. Not to plan, not as ordered with him in charge, but war nonetheless.


  Balric and eight survivors escorted the prince back toward their home. Sounds of wood planks shattering from the caravan echoed with the melodius screams of Valhirst soldiers who did their part in dying horribly for their master. He tried to reach for his saber, even the shortblade on his other hip, but the necklace held more power over him than his hatred could muster. Black lightning ripped into the air followed by the loud and mesmerizing words of the undying wizard, Salah cam. Neither Balric nor Johnas could make out the details, but they both knew for certain that the traitorous old man beyond the touch of the grave now had much sway over the ogre and trolls that bordered Chazzrynn. He could fuel those long burning fires of hatred that had been sitting idle, and whip them into a murderous force.


  A force that should have been at the beck and call of Johnas, but now was held by his house wizard. Both men silently wondered who the archer was, who would try to assassinate the domenarch of the White Spider so far from any civilization, and how they even knew where to wait for him. His brow furrowed with paranoia, his sword thirsted for more blood, and Johnas Valhera paced in his mind over the lives he would have to end to reach the answers he needed. “Well, I did wish to have the scum fired up and excited about waging war. I shall still wager this day a success for the future. Balric, get us home.”


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Exodus II:XV


  Outskirts of Bailey, Willborne-Harlaheim Border


  “There are those that worship and those that speak words. There are those who surrender to God and those that grovel. Then there are those who are deceived by hopes that they will strike deals with God, and for those we send our deepest prayers, for they are truly lost.” –Ja Maharrime, one of the eleven prophets of Ladras who envisioned the coming of the floods of Agara and was crucified for heresy and blasphemy. Altestan, circa 92 B.C.


   


  Misty rain and fog dampened the view of Bailey, as did the moonless night skies of gray and ebony. Norrice and his men of Saint Erinsburg kept their steeds at a walking pace as both the horses and the men were exhausted. The bridge over the Devon River had few guards who were more concerned about catching rumor of the wars in Harlaheim than actually inquiring about the troupe’s business in Willborne. Beside the awkward stares at the minotaur and the elven woman, the borderguard paid little attention as to why escorts bearing the symbols of Harlaheim traveled with a decorated knight of Chazzrynn and such mixed company into their kingdom, especially with a handful of coin to assist their negligence. Capitan Norrice had thought of leaving Shinayne and her fellows there and heading back, but something inside him pushed him to see them to Bailey and find lodging for one good and safe night’s rest before returning to whatever battle awaited them in Saint Erinsburg. Regardless of orders, he knew that Lord Cristoff was fond of these travelers and would much appreciate the gesture. It is what he would do if he were here, Norrice reasoned.


  Three riders approached on the dark road into Bailey, one bearing a covered lantern. The town was quiet, dismal, with as many low stone buildings as abandoned wooden ones, almost all with thatched roofs. Norrice looked about over the riders sent to greet them and noticed the animals that roamed and the poverty that presented itself with every glance. Poor, run down, and silent it was. He noticed the only striking monument in the whole area was to the south. Past the thousands that lived likely impoverished in this rural setting turned into a mecca of depression and strife, a lone mountainous crag of a hill loomed hundreds of feet above everything else south of the town. Lit only by the occasional flash of lightning in the blanketing clouds or stream of escaping light from the green moon, the mountain hovered over Bailey only a few miles away. Norrice was drawn back from his glare at the ominous lone peak to the faint aroma of old haypiles, animal dung, and the gallop of three horses closing in to meet them. He pulled the reins up and signaled for the company to hold behind him.


  “Hold there, horseman. What brings you and yours this late into Bailey? And whom might you be?” the man in the middle of the three spoke quickly, agitated, and with a heavy and rich Agarian accent. His obvious sons kept their left hands on the reins of their steeds and right hands on the hilts of their longswords hidden under the drapings of long raincloaks.


  Norrice gauged the man speaking to be at least fifty years of age by the wrinkled skin and full beard of gray to match his thinning hair and eyebrows. The other two kept their cloaks drawn over, yet flashes of light from the ominous storm allowed him to glance that they were young enough to be his sons for certain, and the resemblance was definite. The capitan of Saint Erinsburg turned to look past his men, hoping one in the company of five would assist him in the greetings as he was not accustomed to travel or diplomacy, only a mere soldier until just days ago.


  “Well speak up then! I have not all night for you Harlian!” the old man showed his impatience and crassness as moments of silence passed.


  “I am Capitan Norrice of Saint Erinsburg, here on escort from Lord Cristoff Bradswellen the Third. And you are?” Norrice heard relief on the way from several hooves in the muddy road behind him. He was nervous, not wanting to say the wrong word or introduction. He had only known other capitans, bishops, and his lord; he had never dealt with anyone other than nobility from saint Erinsburg his whole life.


  “I am Marcel Keervinn, Lord of Bailey capitan.” he waited for a bow or sign of respect from the nervous man before him in the night, which he finally received. Lord Marcel watched as an elven woman on horseback led by a tattooed minotaur arrived by the side of the inexperienced leader of the escort. He noticed the sign of relief on Norrice’s face as pressure vanished upon the turn of his head to see them next to him. “You arrive late into my town, too late indeed.”


  Shinayne bowed from the saddle as she removed the hood of her cloak. “My lord, please excuse the hour of our arrival into Willborne, the storms have slowed our travels beyond our liking. We wish to stay only a night as our journey takes us further west into Shanador and the Misathi Mountains. We have traveled for too many days through this unfortunate weather, would you permit us your grace and hospitality?”


  “If you are traveling to Shanador, why would you not depart from Devonmir? It is a faster route. And who are you, elf?” the Lord of Bailey knew already that there was something amiss with this group. He had seen minotaurs before, Lady Katrina of Willborne had a red minotaur named Faldrune that guarded her at Willborne Keep. Dwarves and elves he had seen in his years also, but none as beautiful as the noble creature before him now.


  “I am Lady Shinayne T’Sarrin of Kilikala.” she bowed again. “And you know even better than me, I am sure, that Devonmir is no place for a lady. Even with the civil unrest and wars in central Harlaheim, Devonmir is a cesspool that would stain my noble eyes from a mere night through.”


  “Truer words could not be spoken, my lady. Yet I still have issue with so many, fifteen I count, armed men, women, and beasts arriving at this hour in stormy skies. How can I be certain of your intentions?” Lord Marcel was being coy at this point, and it showed, he revealed it with intention to the elven woman.


  “Ahh Lord Marcel, we are but refugees from the horrendous battles that rage inside your neighboring kingdom to the east. Had we taste for bloodshed or trouble, our stay in Harlaheim would have been joyous with no cause for departure, would it not? Surely your lordship could find us accommodation that we would gladly offer a fine coin for.” Shinayne played coy in return, allowing her smirk to reveal across her lips and her aquamarine eyes to flash and sparkle at his. She despised old crotchety men that thought with their loins rather than their hearts, but the elven noble knew that the horses and the men were done in and the weather was looking more dangerous by the hour; they needed shelter and rest above all else.


  Lord Marcel looked to his town, then up to the weather, and then a look around the small army that was behind this capitan of Harlaheim and the well spoken elven lady. His mind withdrew for a moment to his meeting with Katrina, the Lady of Willborne who held the greatest army and most of the power in this kingdom of free cities. She had told him earlier this week to be on guard for a group that held a scroll stolen from Prince Johnas of Chazzrynn and that they had also stolen a key to a very important place from the dwarves of Boraduum. She had mentioned a minotaur also, and Marcel realized that these were the very folk that had been described. Lord Marcel Keervinn smiled, rarely having anything of worth travel through his dismal and secretive little domain in Willborne. Her orders were well remembered in his head, and he bowed to the elf from atop his stallion.


  “I may have room for five or six at the Bordermark Inn, we could probably use some distraction tonight anyway.” all three men looked to one another and laughed heartily at some joke or inside jest that no one else could have understood. “The rest of your men and horses can stay as my guests at the keep. The stable is stoned in, dry, and even has a fireplace to keep your men warm. Follow me.”


  “You are most gracious my Lord Keervinn of Bailey, I am in your debt.” Shinayne bowed, her golden hair drenched from the sporadic rains that interrupted the constant mist from gray clouds above.


  Saberrak waited until the men had turned to lead the company into Bailey then spoke quietly to Shinayne. “That was easy, finally a town that did not stare at me in terror or try and kill us upon entering. Nicely done, elf.”


  “Too easy I am afraid, my horned friend. It took little to get what we needed this late, and he has not even asked for payment. I sense something dark and wicked about this place. A land with few laws could hold a number of problems when---“


  “Let us get out of the rain first, and get warm before you begin with these feelings you have again, shall we?” Saberrak snorted, steam issuing from his bovine nostrils as he walked Shinayne’s horse into the dreary town. Saberrak marched forward behind the three horsemen and turned to see the rest following. His eyes turned back to the front, watching the cloud covered mountain as if it were staring back at him.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  James had not spoken in days of travel, had not prayed, and felt not the urge to do either. His confusion over religion, the divine messages from the scroll, all that had happened, and what he was even doing this far from Chazzrynn had nearly taken over his every waking thought. He sat at a small round table inside the small keep that housed the rural nobility of Bailey. The fireplace was lit, his friends were unloading their gear and getting dry, yet the knight of Chazzrynn felt nothing but confused emptiness. He had wished to stay and fight beside Cristoff to whatever end. He had wanted to return home and serve his king and redeem his lost honor throughout Chazzrynn. The promise he had made to Azenairk upon Soujan Mountain now seemed foolish and rash. His mind could not fathom traveling so far to the west, so far to a place that may not exist, and his mind began to convince him that it did not and could not be. He stared down at the broadsword with the griffon hilt and thought again of the late Lord Arlinne of Southwind Keep. A cloud of doubt and isolation surrounded him and prevented any chance of faith he may have held.


  “James? You are awfully quiet. What troubles you?” Zen placed a hand on his shoulder in hopes that his friend of the feathered cross would snap out of whatever held him hostage at the moment. He had not seen James pray with him in the mornings, and despite being of different races and religions, Azenairk knew that lost feeling across the face of a man anywhere.


  “I need to get some air, I will return.” Sir Andellis stood up, sheathed his blade, and walked out of the large stone common room. Down the torchlit halls to the foyer, the guards stepped aside with a slight bow of recognition. James barely noticed them as he walked past and out the aging double doors and into the open rains of Bailey. He walked across the weathered cobblestone roads that ran with mud and water. He walked past closed homes and shops and the occasional citizen that kept their distance late at night. Dark buildings, quiet stables, stormy skies and rain, and a thick humid fog to breathe were all that James held company with.


  He looked up at the sound of a door opening with a loud creak. He could smell the wine, ale, and pipe smoke from several city blocks away. The perceived warmth called to his mind, the closeness of people drinking in misery sent him false security. And his nose guided his bootsteps toward the lit tavern. James looked up, straightening his long white tunic and blue sash on instinct.


  “The Floating Goblet. Sounds and looks like the place to be this time of evening in the grand metropolis of Bailey.” he read the sign and told himself outloud that he should enter. His humor was false, his body moved against the better judgement of his conscience, and he convinced himself that all would be fine.


  The aroma hit him square in the face, his eyes dialated to adjust to the darkened room and lanternlight that threw more shadow than illumination. Three women drank from cups as they cleaned and caroused, one of them very young and dressed in white garments. Five men, including the man behind the mahagony plank of a bar, sat staring at James as they smoked pipe and drank from wine in steel goblets. The goblets behind the bar were indeed floating about three feet in the air, dozens of them, enticing one to want to reach out and take them. Chuckles from unknown reaches of inebriation littered the thick air from man and woman alike as James approached the bartop. Their rough features, unkempt hair of blondes and light browns, and more than a few missing teeth on the men, all drew the knight of Chazzrynn closer for reasons unknown.


  “What an honor we have here this rainy night, a soldier of Chazzrynn graces the Floating Goblet for some whiskey or ale from Baily?” the man behind the wooden stretch spoke with an old Agarian accent that seemed to sing as much as speak from the curls of dirty blonde beard and mustache. His hair was braided and knotted past his shoulders, his hazel mottled eyes winced from the smoke that chased his words from the pipe in his hand, and his other hand waved toward the steel and silver chalices afloat behind him. His dirty tunic, once white for certain, allowed a wipe of a hand before he reached out to shake the hand of James Andellis with an inviting and curious smile across his grizzly jaw. “I’m Darcy Loghmann, friend, what can I pass yer way then?”


  The words hung in the air forever, James had not thought of an answer, did not want to say the words for it seemed something was stopping him from speaking. The words and thoughts of wine, finest bottle, Caberran if you have it sir, and many others fired into his mind, into his throat, but his mouth would not move.


  “Ahh, vow of silence I suppose then? How about you help old Darcy out and point at your poison then, brave knight of the south?” he laughed, followed by the men and women that sat and stood in the quaint little tavern room. Rain battered the glass in the windows, wind pushed the roof to moan, the fireplace crackled with anticipation, and James raised his hand to shoulder level. His eyes quivered, his stomach turned with anxiety, sweat rolled down his temples into his trimmed beard, and finally his finger pointed out to one of the bottles on the top shelf near the ceiling. The rack held hundreds of bottles, but the veteran soldier knew the label of a Caberran red wine, knew the elongated neck meant it was Mellenas, and saw that there were a few others just like it should he be in need.


  “Mellenas? Fine choice there…” the tavern owner and innkeeper waited before he reached for the bottle, wanted a name, that personal closeness, and the three or four silvers for the bottle in advance from this stranger that did not speak.


  “James, Sir James Andellis, knight of Chazzrynn. The bottle please, and one glass.” his mind drown out by visions, just snippets really, of Lord Christoff, the late Lord Arlinne, and the late Sir Savanno Lisario. He saw them all, brave and lordly men, men he could not help, could not save, and his guilt and shame impacted his heart, wave after unseen wave. The goblet floated toward him with a simple gesture from Darcy, a minor magical trick that was likely the only reason this run down inn and tavern still survived.


  The young girl in dressed in white gowns fit for sleep on a cold night glanced at James, the only thing that took his mind away from the bottle and the past for a moment. She went from a dirty table with a rag and tray full of glasses, two trying to float away as she walked. Her long dark blonde waves hung with the humidity and smoke, barely moving from her shoulders and face. Just enough though, for James to see her blue eyes fixate upon his for a long moment as she reached for the hovering goblets in midair and pulled them close to her serving tray. Young, perhaps twenty if that even, she glided like an angel through a room far from sacred or holy. His eyes wondered what she was doing here, the look apparent in both of their stares, then James returned to the matter at hand as his conscience battled with his demons, the latter winning the current challenge.


  “Four silvers, Sir James, and keep yer southern eyes off me neice there, understood? She is leaving tomorrow, won’t be back, and ye got no business with her on account o me.” Darcy caught the stare, knew that she had been chosen last month to be the bringer of a good season by Lord Marcell and his priest, Veuric. He would be damned before he let some vagabond foreigner, knight or no, get her attentions or vice versa. The barkeep put his hand out on the mahagony, waiting for the coins to make their appearance. Darcy suspected something was not all in line with this southern man, his silence and disconcerted mind made it very apparent. He glanced behind his mahagony workspace to the loaded hand crossbow and shortsword that lay at the ready, just in case.


  James pulled out four silver coins from his ragged leather pouch, struggling with his trembling fingers to avoid the mass of copper bits that held the majority inside. They fell to the bartop and jingled in the heavy silence of the Floating Goblet Inn and Taverne. All eyes and ears seemed to wait as if James would stop breathing or the world would end any moment. Not only his own conscience at war here, the veteran knight felt the weight of those he did not even know upon his will and spirit. His guilt began to turn little nothings into treacherous and tangible threats. The cross stare from the man on the left, the woman cleaning dishes in the back had stopped, even the grizzled barkeep and owner seemed a danger to him for no obvious reason. The goblets floated still, the wine bottle looked immense and grand as if he were a young boy in a giant cathedral with too many sins, and as the barkeep slid the coins across the wood with his weathered hand, time stood still. James was in awe of a moment that seemed to call and haunt his waking mind, a powerless moment in which he had no control over the outcome.


  The moment passed, breath returned to the world after the knights’ lungs released it from capture, and noise returned to the small shack of a tavern in Bailey. The dark green glass bottle had many words painted on it, yet he only felt the weight as he carried it, his shame would not permit his eyes to view the object of his sin. James walked to a table in the corner, one that had been recently cleaned by the young neice of Darcy Loghmann, and sat down with his conscience weighing more than he and his armor combined. Then and only then, did he realize that he had forgotten to take a goblet or wait for the barkeep to present him one. He sighed, wondering if that was God working his will, Annar perhaps waiting outside again, or his own nerves and idiocy at the stressful moment of knowing he was doing something wrong, but continuing regardless. Tears filled his eyes, for what purpose he knew not. A gentle hand graced his armored shoulder and tabard, a woman’s hand. With a floating goblet trailing her, James looked upon the young girl whose eyes seemed to be moist as well.


  “A goblet, Sir knight…for your wine.” her voice was frail, meek, softspoken in the essence of a young girl and the body of a woman.


  He stared, first the goblet landing on the table with a flicker of her trembling fingers, then to her eyes and lips as the words echoed in his mind, and then back to the table. James had no words, did not know what to think nor say at this moment. Fear of her uncle and this strange dark tavern kept his tongue, as did his insecurity of conscience that she knew he should not be drinking and that perhaps God had told her about his vows as of late to remain abstinent from the wine. Insane, I am going mad, truly. He spoke to himself as she stared at him.


  “Simple trick really, I could teach you.” she gestured at the steel goblet once more, and it raised slowly once more, even though his eyes were completely fixed upon the intoxicating innocence behind her eyes.


  “What could you teach me girl, how to destroy myself? How to open the wine and let it consume me? Or how to spend fourteen more years drunk and romancing visions of my own blade through my chest on the field of battle?” James was angry, the innocence he had stared at was betrayed by his mind as it turned his deviated attentions from the bottle into an enemy from hell. It seemed that the bottle and this girl were signs from both heaven and purgatory waging war for his soul inside the Foating Goblet. He felt the tremors of a hangover, though he had not even opened the wine.


  “I was speaking of how to make the goblet float. Are you---“


  “That’s enough Taira, leave the man be with his wine for a spell, eh’? I could use ye in the kitchen now lass.” Darcy interrupted whatever conversing was taking place, his concern was for the oddity of this foreigner and the needed virginity of his neice for tomorrow morning. He waited, smiling falsely as he cleaned the bar, and stared until she did as her uncle politely ordered.


  James looked to the girl, the young and understanding beauty, yet her eye contact was broken by her uncle’s demands from across the dingy room. He had thought to apologize for the venom that laced his words in response to her simple and pure gesture of politeness. He knew that she sensed something, as did he, yet his insecure revolt against any nicety at this struggling moment was impossible to contain within. James Andellis, knight of the realm of Chazzrynn, far from home and honor, reached for the bottle yet unopened before him. A gloved hand with a strong heavy grip pressed on his shoulder, and the other hand with short stubby fingers grabbed the goblet that hovered inches above the table.


  “I s’pose ye think this is allright to be doing here and now with all that weight on your pride and heart. I know what it is to be far from anything resembling home, and to wake up every day without a single soul in your family. I too wish to have fought alongside the king of Chazzrynn or the Lord of Saint Erinsburg in a great battle of righteous endeavor and justice to the wicked.” Azenairk squeezed the shoulder of his friend a little harder, set down the goblet of steel and lifted the bottle up in his hand assuming possession of the nemesis of James.


  “That be a paying customer, mountain man. I’d prefer if a man were able to drink his fill without a dwarf sneaking—“


  “I am his companion and friend, barkeep. And if I take his wine, it is my business! You have yer coins I am presuming, so stay behind that mahogany there or you’ll be lucky if tis’ just my fist that meets yer teeth!” Zen looked to Darcy and the patrons, then to his warhammer, then back to James. “Sir James, it is time to go son.”


  “Go where, Zen?” James stood up slowly, looked to the girl who was now peeking from the kitchen, dishes in hand. “To the lost mines, the mythical city to the far west, on a ridiculous hunt to nowhere and nothing? To leave our homes, to abandon great leaders and causes, for what?! For a rumor, a fairy tale, or for the possibility that we survive any of it and have something of any value in the end? And for whom, Alden, the woman in my head, who?!”


  “By Vundren yes, everything you just said and more my friend, yes.” Azenairk Thalanaxe smiled from under his bald head and trimmed black beard, eyes beaming as he stared up to his taller human companion. “Tis’ surely better than revisiting this bottle here and all the pain that it promises ye’. You vowed to help me, and as your God and mine as witnesses, I hold ye to it here and now.”


  “Why? What use am I to some far off quest? I don’t even know who to pray to anymore, who I serve, or what I stand for.” James looked around at the interested patrons and workers all waiting for a fight between he and the dwarven priest that stood toe to toe with him.


  “I have plenty of coin, so does the elf, and if ye wish we can buy ye enough wine to carry ye through to the end of it. I need ye, so does she, we can’t make it there without ye James. If ye stand for anything, stand with me so I don’t be getting killed in the Misathi Mountains without yer blade by my side.” Zen handed the bottle to James, feeling, silently praying, and hoping that the knight would do the right thing and give it back to the barkeep.


  Smashhh!!! James threw the bottle to the floor, his eyes tearing up to match Zen’s, the two of them looking at one another with understanding smiles.


  “That be enough then fellows! Back against the wall there and keep quiet! I won’t be letting you boys be wreaking my nice establishment, not without all your valuables first anyway.” Darcy aimed his crossbow dead straight at the chest of James, the center of the feathered cross like a bullseye for his target. Two husky Agarian men rose from their seats as the doors shut by yet two more. Sneers and hollow smiles stretched from the five men now surrounding Zen and James, led by Darcy Loghmann. “Now, before you mess up anything else here, kindly empty your purses and pouches onto the table there.”


  James Andellis looked to his few treasures on his person, not willing to give any of them up. Zen felt the box with the key, the dust, and the deed to Kakisteele, and knew he would not give it while he still breathed, even if it was just an old tale of folly. Again, the human knight from Chazzrynn looked to his stockier and more pious mountain friend, and the look was met with the same understanding. The men thought of how much battle the Floating Goblet had probably seen in the last few decades, and resigned to give the operations here a small refresher in southern hospitality. James drew his griffon hilted broadsword at the same moment Zen pulled his warhammer free of the straps that held it.


  The crossbow bolt released with a sharp crack, then cracked again as it deflected off of the shield of Azenairk Thalanaxe who put it in front of his friend who had been the target. “By Vundren, I think they want a bit of trouble here James!”


  “Let us not disappoint them then my bearded friend!” James smiled next to Zen as the two stepped forward to resolve the issues of the dark and less than friendly tavern in Bailey.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Shinayne II:IV


  Keervinn Keep, Bailey, Willborne


  Shinayne felt something in the air, an emotion or secret sensation in the humid keep of Marcel Keervinn. Lord of a rural and run down community for certain, yet his name was foul in her heart and on her open mind. She blocked out the voices of Capitan Norrice and his men conversing with Saberrak and Gwenneth. She ignored the fresh roasted chicken and potatoes brought in with homemade wine. The only constants on her thoughts were that one, James was in spiritual turmoil. Azenairk had sensed it as readily as she and he had gone to help wherever the knight had wandered. And two, that something foul stirred in the great hall of Keervinn Keep, at this moment, and her name had been mentioned by whomever it was that gathered there. A cold chill ran up her spine, one that she could not ignore without further investigation. Shinayne T’Sarrin opened her eyes and walked toward Gwenneth and Saberrak amidst the feasting and discussion that she had chosen to remain apart from.


  “I must attend to something, stay ready.” she whispered softly enough to avoid any eavesdropping but loud enough that the minotaur and the wizard heard their friend clearly as she passed out the door of the guest room and down the hall.


  “Where is she going now? We are tired, wet, hungry, and the minute we get settled, everyone leaves? Am I missing something here, wizard?” Saberrak huffed as he ate the leg of chicken from the second plate of food he waged war upon. He looked to his axe, sharpened and ready, then to Gwenne who was now comfortably reading the tome that Ansharr had given her by the green light of the staff propped against her bed. “Be ready? When am I not ready? Hrmphh!”


  “I am sure Shinayne has secure reasoning to do what she is doing, her senses are far beyond your understanding horned one, she is a highborne elf…and a woman. James and Zen need God time, surely, and you need to chew softer so that I may further understand the infrastructures of the old Landruthem Dracothelian in peace.” young Lazlette did not look up from her tome, the language of old draconic tongue and verse was far too interesting.


  “The old what?”


  “The language and dialects of the northern and western dragons, Saberrak. It is quite difficult, so please keep your heavy eating and grumbling conversations outside the door if you would. Thank you.” Gwenne went back to the book after casting a disapproving glance at the minotaur’s line of questions.


  Saberrak huffed again, chewed louder and left his mouth open on purpose as he went. He took a taste of the wine, gargled it for several moments until he was sure Gwenne was leaving for the other room. As she walked out, slamming the door behind her, Saberrak smiled and returned to his meal. “Stay ready, she says. I am always ready, best they know that by now.”


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The elven noble crept through shadow and alleyways, under the fogs, and moved with the dark gray of heavy night in Bailey. Not a soul, no movement from behind her or to any peripheral, the streets of this little town were dead with activity. Shinayne arrived behind the keep that stretched out like a snake, misshapen, reconstructed, with additions that allowed stone of different sizes and color. The miniature pines and oppressing banyan trees gave her ease of cover to the newer rear of Keervinn Keep, and there she saw the faint tease of torchlight from the third floor high. Two guards also, human, moving like slow bumbling statues that did not belong in the night. The noble swordswoman crept up the sidestairs, hopped the old rusted garden gate, swiftly clung to the shadows through the second floor balcony that was covered in hanging moss, and walked right behind the two men in heavy armor.


  She had no idea of the layout or design of this old crumbling stone keep, nor had she the intention of discovering it. Shinayne merely followed her intuitions, her hearing, her elven eyesight, and that sense inside that told her there were things allying against her this night up above. Curiosity with a strong defensive anger toward deception riddled her veins and drove her forward alone in the dark of the molding moss covered castle. Finding the spiraling stairs from the second to the third floor at the end of the blackened hall, the elven woman cautiously stepped as a cat on the prowl upwards, avoiding every loose rock. Her aqua eyes spotted a wire across from a chandelier through the guardrail and across the top step of the stairs, it was shining with cleanliness. Obviously that is rather new or checked often, guess they do not care for visitors or spies here, Shinayne thought to herself.


  The highborne elf stretched her leg high over the wire, hands now on the hilts of her enchanted blades, Carice and Elicras. Back against the stone wall and golden hair under the torchlight, keeping form to the shadows it produced, Shinayne was now a few feet from the cracked door that held the men her senses had warned her about. She looked back down the stairs, past the tripwire, gauging how many of her steps it would take to escape should anyone appear from the hallway entrances before her. Eight steps down, easy enough, she surmised in silence. Or, a quick roll to the linen closet across the hall. Shinayne took three light, small steps forward, quietly turning the old iron round knob on the door that concealed the smell of linen, wool, and a slight must. Reaffirming her sense of delicate and faint smells, the door opened just wide enough before the ominous creak that was sure to sound, and revealed a linen closet large enough for her to stand inside. Just in case, she whispered to herself.


  Back against the wall next to the meeting room once more, Lady T’Sarrin quieted and slowed her breathing to an almost lifeless trance, opening her senses of hearing and focus on what transpired in verse beyond the door. Simple mumblings at first, then askewed voices, and shortly the whispered tones became words and phrases in the Agarian tongue that she could understand from afar as her elven senses tuned in closer.


  “Listen Veuric, it is not like the other times, I assure you. These are not good people we are talking about here, they are spies from Harlaheim and other realms. Your father would have done this easily, and had the preparations all set by now. If your father were here---“


  Shinayne listened to the voice she knew as Lord Marcell, sensing his tone of manipulative words and guilting statements to be pressuring someone obviously younger.


  “I know what my father would have done for ye’, Marcell, anything you asked! He lived in fear of that mountain that shadows our southern border, more of what would happen if he did not keep with your old customs! He had nightmares of the poor innocents taken to that cave and—“


  The elf listened to an angry youthful human man, pressured and confused, yet defending his deceased father she guessed, more than whatever it was they were corrupting him toward actually doing now. She heard footsteps pacing, yet not close to the door yet. Shinayne tightened her grip on her blades and watched the hall and stairs as she continued to listen in the dark.


  “Your father, rest his soul, had nightmares because he did not believe! His faith turned to that Alden and the merciful poor man’s cross of weakness! He lost faith that in that mountain, in God, nameless, all knowing, secretely speaking to us here in Willborne, and God decides the weather, the storms, when the sun shines, and everything that transpires here! For a good season in the fields, guidance in our kingdom, healthy children their must be—“


  “A sacrifice, I know damn you! I know.”


  “Every winter, a virgin. Every trespasser that would harm the struggling kingdom of Willborne, last country of the true Agarians, must pay with blood. God was here before the men from the north came, when we lived simply, thousands of years ago. But we cannot just kill or capture and throw people to the mountain, you know this.”


  “Of course I know, I am the last priest in the kingdom that knows the old passages that can never be written. Only in Bailey can the priesthood live, next to the mountain. It takes hours to speak the passages in that divine dialect, I practice them weekly Marcell. I can only pass them to my firstborn son, or to a man of God’s choosing when or if he speaks to me on the mountain. I know the traditions, far better than you I think. I am not fighting you on the girl that was chosen for this year’s sacrifice. Just the last few years, all the others that---“


  The elven noble perked her ears, hearing conversation from the two guards a floor below on the lightless balcony. Something about flatulence and having to relieve themselves she understood from afar, and understood it was not important to her. Perhaps these men find it amusing and needing of the descriptions of words to explain bodily functions, she thought in mild disgust. She focused her pointed ears once again, closing her eyes, and stretched her senses back into Lord Marcell’s chambers from her position outside the closed oak door.


  Veuric sighed deeply, having solemnly given up the fight in his words to Lord Marcell. “It is just that the last few years, I would venture seven or so, I have been charged with quite a few sacrifices to God on the mountain. Trespassers, spies, betrayers, almost as if I am part excecutioner and part priest. If it is God’s will, let it be done. However, there is something in my chest that tells me it is not.”


  “Losing faith is a difficult matter, and one that I must insist you reconcile quickly. The season is coming, we need these rains to continue, we need a good harvest, and we need Willborne to rise again from the stomping boots that put her down. We need a king, Veuric, and the more we give to God, the true God, the sooner we will have the glory of his blessings. I ask you to do your holy duty again, this morning, and I am merely adding to the tithe.” Lord Marcell sat down heavy in his leather chair in the candlelight. He paused, waiting for more words of disheartened clarity from the last priest in Willborne.


  “No one but me knows the old tongue, the words that call God’s attention, or how that cavern looks on the inside. Only I can step foot inside, until I have a son that is. Marcell, my lord, my wife Rinli is with child. After two daughters, I feel this one will be a boy.”


  Shinayne heard cracking in the resolve of word and spirit as the man spoke to the Lord of Bailey. She felt the crickets preparing to make their midnight song, the nightbirds eyeing their prey, but nothing louder than the pain in this priest’s heart was there at this moment. She kept her shoulders pressed to the stone and tried to keep her focus all around, realizing she had been far too embroiled on the conversation and had forgotten that she was a spy here.


  Lord Marcell chuckled with contentment. “That is good Veuric, I am happy for you. Our way of life, our town, and our people will live on by passing down the ancient words and---“


  “I have dreamed of my son being a great warrior for Willborne, a knight that would unify, that would lead with justice and kindness. I felt a father’s pride and future as soon as she told me that she was pregnant once more. Then, I realized he would have to learn these words, that he would never leave Bailey, and he would be relegated to this priesthood, this secret religion, and to interpret the will of a being we cannot see and has no name. I do not want his days and nights to unfold as mine have, Marcell. Can I not pass these things to another? May I have your blessing to lead a normal life? To have my son be not under the shadow of a bloodied cavern in the mountain?” Veuric began to sob as his words choked out in fron of the Lord of Bailey.


  Crackkk, craccckk, smack! Marcell’s gloved hand hit three times across the young pagan priest’s face. “And I wish to have a united Willborne! I have but this pathetic village and a mountain that God dwells deep under to claim as mine! Katrina holds most of the ragged kingdom under mercenary rule and we Agarians fight each other, her, and the slow inception of the Aldane ministry into the hearts of our people. I do not care if a hundred foreigners die in that sacrificial cavern each season if it means God watches over us and it gives Willborne a chance to withstand the torrents of time and change! The last kingdom free of northern religion, uninfluenced by the looming Altestan, and true to what this land was when we arrived we are! And you will do your duty to the old God of Agara, and your people, and it will pass to your son. Understood!?”


  “Yes Milord, it shall be done.” Veuric stood up and cleared his throat and crushed dreams away to speak as a man of strength. “The spies of Harlaheim and the virgin Taira will meet God tomorrow. I will go to the mountain and begin speaking the prayers at dawn, for his blessings upon our people and our country.”


  “Good Veuric, very good. Katrina arrives tomorrow as well. Despite her love of coin and power, she does still hold the most sway in this troubled kingdom without a king and she is faithful to the mountain. Keeping her wishes granted while we wait for her to be killed by the quiet nobility is our mission. She wishes to have these travelers killed, the dwarf and the minotaur mostly. The dwarf has something she wants as does the minotaur, but she would not tell me what. I fear her ties to other kingdoms has the forefront of her intent, much to the distaste of the rest of us vying for the throne of Willborne. We need to keep her placated until the time is right for her end. Now go and prepare, I will handle the rest.” Marcell sat back down with a faint flicker of hope for change to be soon forthcoming in his troubled lands.


  Shinayne heard them shake hands or embrace in some manner, and begin walking toward the door. Quickly, the steps of the elven noble dashed to the spiral stairs, over the tripwire at the top and she stopped still on the fourth step down. The guards from the second floor balcony were clanking their way up the spiral stairs toward her, yet unaware of her presence. Shinayne turned, hearing the door open from the hallway that she had been eavesdropping on. The elven swordswoman knew that she had to warn her friends and the men with Capitan Norrice before they were taken. She glanced at the chandelier with the wire attached to it, the curved golden supports, old chain to the ceiling, and the dozens of lit candles that all hung over a thirty foot drop surrounded by a spiraling staircase.


  “This would be less than practical or wise in any other situation. Siril, guide my steps please.” Shinayne backed up half a step to load her leap over the railing. Keeping her keen eyes on the wire that was fastened into the center of the golden decoration, she leapt from a high step to the wooden rail and hurled her lithe form into the air. One hand reached the base of the wire while the other grasped the golden base of the now much larger suspended chandelier. Her airborn body swung gracefully to and fro, candlewax dripping down her cloak and armor, splattering into her hair and the stone floor far below. The wicks extinguished with the flood of hot wax leaving a dark smokey vaulted ceiling in lieu of a well lit stairwell. The two guards stopped at the base of the stairs to the third story, sensing something was not as it should be. The door opened from Lord Marcell’s chamber, and Shinayne glimpsed the shadowy robed figure of a young man walk out first and then stop. His hand went into the air to signal the man behind him to halt.


  “Milord, something stirs in your keep. Stay back.” Veuric drew his longsword, as did the Lord behind him followed by the two guards below at the landing.


  “Candles snuffed recently, check the stairs.” Marcell moved past the armed priest in the dark of the castle halls, knowing that someone had been been here and curious as to how they avoided the tripwire. The heavy spring fogs of Willborne blocked the light from the moons, making it nearly impossible for him to see into his own stairwell. “Guards, summon the others from the barracks and scour the—“


  Shinayne felt trapped, hanging helpless with nowhere to go but down to a deadly fall or to swing back to the stairs inbetween four armed men in the dark. For her, the choice was simple, and she tugged the wire with all the strength in her wrist as she swung back and forth to gain some momentum. The trap sprung and a stone slab fell directly in front of the hallway pass blocking it from the stairs, a slab of worked stone that would have crushed anyone traversing the steps ignorant of the wire. Just as Marcell and Veuric backpeddled from the separating rock wall, every other step on the stairwell fell into a dark oblivion, splintering moments later onto steel spikes far below. The guards turned back toward the ruckus of the sprung trap and the dusty cloud that flashed from the impact of the stone wall that had fallen.


  “Capture them, him, whoever it is! Guards!” Lord Marcell could see nothing from his vantage now, only the faint shadow of someone swinging on the chandelier in the dark up onto the railing of his stairs. Then the figure was gone, a stone wall between he and the perpetrator. He turned toward the open end of the hall, knowing he would be taking the long way around to the rear of his keep since the spy had used his own trap against him. “This way priest, hurry up!”


  Shinayne T’Sarrin slid down the railing past the two dumbfounded and nightblind guards. They raised their blades and shields as she passed, knowing something rushed in the dark, but barely able to sense each other in the blackness, let alone anyone else. They yelled for more of their kin and fellow guards, tried to see or follow the elven woman in the night, but it was as if she did not exist. The elven swordswoman raced through shadows and the cover of trees and walls back to the front of the keep. She waited until the guards of the main hall heard the calls of their brothers and ran to aid on the rear side of the keep. The moment they moved, so did she, and back into the guest room under the torchlit hall she stepped with grace and speed only capable by an elf. Shinayne opened the door, pulled herself around it, and slammed it shut in the blink of an eye.


  “We have to leave. Now!” Shinayne spoke before she looked, looked into an empty room where her friends should have been. The side door was wide open, gear taken, and not a sound issued besides the echo of her own voice. “Oh no, oh God no.”


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Angeline II:III


  Soujan Mountain, Harlaheim


  “And what shall follow is the darkest curse to end the guardians of the Caricians, for their stock will be filled with only the lowly, the sick, the sinners, and the wicked. Their secrets undone, their temples crushed to the earth, their future doomed, so Yjaros proclaims from the temples of Khi’Va and Khedra to all the world and so shall it be done, a curse endless upon the Knights Soujan.” ---Spoken to the masses of Altestan by their three Emperors before the second Agarian inquisition. Circa 1950 B.C.


   


  “I cannot sense or see someone I have never met, Kalzarius. Queen Rosana is unknown to me, as is most any mortal save yourself and the knights below. I wish I could help you in this matter, old friend.” Ansharr spoke softly from her curled rest to her black and white robed confidant of the arcane. They had been talking for many hours about the scroll of Annar, about Gwenneth and her friends, and the troubles of the kingdom that led to the siege Kalzarius had just endured. “Why is it that you cannot see her?”


  “I can sense she is alive, yet something is blocking my vision once I get closer. Whoever she is with has a way to remain unseen by arcane means. That troubles me worse than if I could not see her at all Ansharr.” Kalzarius of Harlaheim heard the faint message of magick from his head student, Cilano, that all was well and the final forces of the siege had left the tower grounds, for now. That relief was a feeling he had not had enough of in the last few weeks.


  “Have you been able to watch the travels of Gwenne and the others?” Kalzarius was worried about many things that had driven his frustration, since they were largely out of his control.


  “They left here to Saint Erinsburg, then west and into Willborne. Their path to the mines of Kakisteele will be dangerous, and I sense they are separated and in danger now. There is nothing we can do to help them Kalzarius, Harlaheim is only going to worsen you say, and they are far now. I am sure they can meet any challenge should they remain together. They have much divine attention and gifts from both yourself and me. We have done all we can.” Ansharr yawned, showing hundreds of white and yellow teeth that lined her enormous jaws.


  Their thoughts interrupted, both the great red dragon and the old master wizard looked to one another then to the wide and hidden high entrance of Soujan Mountain.


  “I sense a silent approach my lady.” Kalzarius whispered as he raised his staff and concentrated upon a warding barrier to appear in front of them both.


  “I know this person, yet I have not seen her in many years. She means us no harm old friend.” the great dragon felt strong peace emanating from whoever walked upon her cavern, the overwhelming serenity that humans rarely possessed unless rooted deep in the spiritual realm, she knew it was Angeline.


  Green robes and shining armor foreshadowed the Agarian woman as she took knee in front of the great ancient dragon that guarded her temple. Angeline breathed deep of the stone and the mountain air that she had not held in her chest for over seven years. It brought the twinge of tears to her eyes, yet another solemn and relaxing exhalation prevented her eyes from overflowing with longing and joy.


  “Arise, Angeline Berren of the Knights Soujan. Has it been seven years of amends already? And you return home safely and serene.” Ansharr was overcome with joy to see yet another wayward soul return to the order that had been nearly extinct since her own mother was very young.


  Angeline stood, brushed her curls of blonde and red away from her face and bowed slightly to the old wizard that stood beside her draconic friend. “It has been that long, yes. And true, my amends have been made and forgiven during my journeyed vows to the Soujan. It is good to be home Ansharr.”


  A slight thwack of her tail alerted Kalzarius that he should say something instead of staring weary-eyed at the lovely swordswoman. Ansharr cleared her throat after the gesture, as a quick reminder.


  “Yes, yes, of course. It is a pleasure Angeline, I am Kalzarius of Harlaheim. Friend of, oh how long now, better part of seventy years I believe, to Ansharr here.” he stammered, having never formally met one of the secretive and mythical Soujan that Ansharr said still existed and served the old Gods directly.


  “The Kalzarius? They speak highly of you at the Lazlette Semanarium Arcanum in Vallakazz. You are quite famous and idolized there, even by the eldest professors of the arcane. It is an honor, Kalzarius of Harlaheim.” Angeline bowed her head once more in respect of such a master and trusted friend to Ansharr.


  “I am? Well of course, I suppose, I taught Aelaine and her father, and ummm, even her daughter Gwenneth for a time. You studied there then?”


  “No, it is a long story. I served Middir of Kivanis for a period of several years. Part of my training you could say, but I do not practice the arts, your arts anyway. I am sure you are well aware of what we learn at this temple.”


  “Actually, no. Ansharr has her secrets and has never informed me of much. I respect whatever it is you do and the need for it to remain hidden. I hope what you serve gives you great joy and reward, just as my studies do me. I have heard of Middir, reputedly a great wizard himself.” Kalzarius bowed slightly to the younger woman before him, now more curious than ever to know what it is that is taught below. He straightened up, realizing he had now bowed several times in his flirting nature.


  “What I serve has saved me, bore me anew into life, and given me purpose beyond words. Thank you. But that is not why I have come. Great Ansharr, I must speak to Larens and the others. Please pardon me, as I am torn on a promise I made to Middir and Lady Lazlette and I am in need of spiritual guidance.”


  “What promise could they have asked of you my child?” Ansharr was fighting her need to rest for a few months with all the activity she had not been accustomed to in the past week.


  “I was requested to find and return Gwenneth Lazlette to Vallakazz, and I accepted. It was emotional for her mother, for myself, and Middir as well. I said yes, but then thought of how this proposition would look to the Soujan, and it has troubled me ever since. Then a cloaked elven swordsman and I had a few encounters, and despite his wickedness of spirit, I let him live. I am confused, and when that occurs I need time in prayer with the Goddess and my fellow knights.” she told far more than she knew she should have, but it rolled out of her like water from a weakened dam.


  “I too, was asked to return young Gwenneth to her mother, but I refused. She is old enough to make her own mistakes and her own life. Aelaine needs to understand this.” he paced, feeling somewhat relieved he was not the only one that had erred on the side of letting Gwenne find her path in life unhindered.


  “They make passage to the lost mines of Kakisteele and the city of Mooncrest, far, far to the west of here. I could tell you which route to take, but going alone, even for a Soujan Knight, would be far too dangerous. The help and experience she needs can only be found through trial and error, not the forced hand that her mother tries to hold her down with. Let her go Angeline.” Ansharr lowered her head as the Soujan woman passed toward the hidden alcove and stairs down to within the mountain.


  “I would, but there is something else, something that I must know about her.”


  “What would that be my child?”


  “The swordsman I dueled, twice and let live, had an aura, a wickedness and darkness to his spirit that he was much at home with. I let him live due to circumstances that my honor and order would not allow me to disregard. Yet, I felt I was doing the world harm by obeying and not ending his life then and there.” she stopped at the stairs, seeing the dark spiral passage down, well lit by green flame and shimmering orange torchlight.


  “What does that have to do with Gwenneth Lazlette?” Ansharr spoke what Kalzarius was thinking.


  “Because for all her power and born ability in the arts, I have always had that same unnerving feeling when I stood close to her. I never told anyone in my service to Middir, but Gwenneth has an evil in her, deep inside, and I felt it for seven years in Vallakazz. Resentments, loneliness, anger, and a vicious ego that craves more power over others. She has spent years hiding it, skillfully. I just need to know if it is her, or something that was done to her is all.” Angeline walked down the stairs alone leaving a stunned dragon and wizard with nothing in which to retort, but much to discuss.


  Kalzarius looked to Ansharr who kept the gaze, both of them knowing they had been suspicious as well. Ansharr felt guilt now for the first time in almost a thousand years for giving such a mighty staff to a potentially wicked and powerful woman. Kalzarius felt shame inside at assisting and fostering from afar the superior skills of his once student for many years after she had returned home. Neither spoke a word, just a silent understanding that perhaps they overlooked the obvious for the sake of wishful optimism. The two old friends bowed and forced a smile toward one another, and as Ansharr laid her head down to rest, Kalzarius spoke the arcane words that would take him from here and transport him through magicked means to his tower in Harlaheim.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Her heart could not remain calm as she placed on booted step in front of the other down the secret stairs to the Soujan temple. For nearly half an hour Angeline descended downward past torches and the mystical green illuminations of the Goddess that lit her way. Silence draped the journey and then she was home. Her blue eyes wet again as she gazed across the landing over the shrine she had been taken to so many years ago in desperation. A wide cavern filled her view, full of light and the three maple trees that grew without the sun. An enormous triangle of platinum inlay with the etched prayers of the mother Seirena surrounded the trees. There sat several of her fellow knights, legs crossed, swords to the side of their pious positions of meditation. The Knights Soujan listened for the word and will of the Goddess in how to protect her children.


  The silence was peaceful with every breath as Angeline walked down the last few steps to the temple floor. She saw her mentor rise from his meditations and walk around the sacred symbol of the Soujan as she met him with a mutual warm embrace.


  “Angeline, we have been waiting since we heard you were returning. How is your spirit?” Larens spoke with enthusiasm and an eagerness to test her that his eyes could not conceal. His blue mottled eyes from behind a thick mass of brown and gray hair had a truth and love to them that assured her of trust with a single look.


  “I am at peace, Larens. And I---“ her eyes dotted down for but a moment and he stepped with his intuitions as she had expected.


  “No you are not. Try again.”


  “I am torn between a promise I made and my primary duty here.” Angeline eeked out some honesty since she was pressured.


  “And where does the Goddess come into this conundrum?”


  “Well I had thought to pray for her guida---“


  “You thought, but did not yet act? So you still think you can figure things out on your own, do what you will, or slide through what the world throws at you without her wisdom and connection? Then you have not changed much at all Angeline.” his words like knives of truth into her conscience, always aimed at the dependence upon the Soujan and their revelations received from the mother of the Gods and her lost children. He said these things with a loving smile, which was odd for her since it felt like being berated for failing. She knew, however, that his intentions were divine and Goddess given.


  “That is why I came here Larens. To find solace from the world, closeness to you and She, and continue to find the path she lays before me. You told me to return here at any time that I feel the struggle, and I have. The fight between promises to another and what the Soujan would feel is, at best, weighing on me.” Angeline nodded as Orahn, Sedrick, Risemeir, and Gournic all passed her by with hands to her shoulder and warm smiles of welcome. The men who were here before her from differing nations and ethnicities had all found themselves lost and defeated by something, and the remedy had been a spiritual life in service to themselves, the Goddess, and each other. Much like herself she thought.


  “You came here bent on suicide for your sins. Drunk, a harlot and whore, and you could not live with what you had done. You were called, you survived the journey, and you passed through the tree of truth, did you not?” his rhetorical questions had always helped with perspective. Larens waited to see if she was paying full attention.


  “Yes, you know this.”


  “Just testing your memory child. Then you heard her song, admitted your wrongs, and began learning with us, from us.” Larens received the nod he was prodding for and continued. “Through the second tree of change you went and heard her voice, and her voice told you where to go and who to make amends to. She told you how to make your sacred robes from the tree and you were sent with vows that you and she discussed, and discussed with no other. Correct?”


  “Yes, she told me that---“


  “Ah, ah, ah. I do not need to know, all I need to know is if they are complete.” Larens did his best to keep her on track with where he was going.


  “Yes, I was forgiven and kept my vows for seven years.” Angeline looked around, feeling uncomfortable at her age in being talked to like a young girl in Aldane children’s school. She felt embarrassed.


  “So, in prayer and meditation you have received her will for you. Your skills with her gifts are growing, you sense direction and purpose in your spirit, and then what is left, now that you have returned?” Larens nodded to Sedrick who was motioning that it was time to feast in the dining chambers of the Soujan temple deep under the mountain. He smiled, knowing his stomach would be happy after three hours of meditation.


  “I must pass into the tree of faith, the third tree of the Gods, choose a weapon from the Caricians, and meet the Goddess in the flesh. Then I will have my purpose and be able to help and guide others of tragedy to the Soujan Temple.” Angeline knew that she was not the only knight of this long lost order that was out in the world. She was part of fifteen, thirteen men and two women. One man was a dwarf from Fazurand, one elf from Shalokahn, and the rest were human from all over Agara. Most had passed through all three trees, and each told a differing tale than the next as to what they had seen and heard from Seirena.


  “Correct. Is it perhaps, the will of Her that you made that promise, that you may be asked to travel in that direction for another reason? Do not doubt for a moment, that there is a bit of the Goddess in everything that happens Angeline. Yours is a divine path, like all of ours. We carry a curse and burden, yet we are here in service to the true Gods of purity, pain, and life. And we have much to do now, things have changed recently. Something has happened that She was waiting four thousand years in hope for.” Larens embraced her again, then went to walk away without filling the curiosity of his student and fellow knight.


  “What change, what has happened? You must tell me.” Angeline was mortal and curious after all, and felt that these things here were the truth beyond what the outside world would say, the larger truth at least. There were no leaders here, no corruption, no elders with supposed more wisdom, just one person helping another to become a servant of the lost Gods.


  Larens stopped in his march to end his hunger, turned and bowed with clasped hands. “The Goddess has given us all new will and guidance. Her voice is stronger and we are to begin searching for more to become Soujan. Not just here, but she said to find and open other temples that have been lost. This has not happened in almost four thousand years the spirits here say. She said her son, Annar, has returned to her from his imprisonment, the imprisoned set free by the free will of a slave. She is happy, and now wants us to watch over many other things as well.” Larens turned again to go and feast.


  “What other things?”


  “You will have to ask her yourself Angeline, tonight in prayer, together.”


  Angeline knew the place was brighter, felt this temple more vibrant, but she had no idea that one of the old Gods of the white moon, Carice, had been found or released. “Was it one of us, which knight found Annar and set him free?”


  “It was not one of us. The God of strength and honor, guardian of Alden in heaven, was set free by a minotaur. And he was rewarded with something far beyond a mortal gift, yet he may not know of---“


  “Saberrak, the gray one, friend of Gwenneth Lazlette who heads west…and we must watch over him. And that is why I made the promise…I will be heading to the west.” her head lowered then raised at the realization that, despite her doubts and inner queries, the road ahead was indeed divinely planned and paved.


  “Interesting how it all comes together is it not? Are you still concerned about where you may have to travel and why? I thought not. Rest, eat, and then we will speak to the Goddess.” Larens walked away to leave Angeline to her thoughts and epiphanies alone, well not quite alone. The Goddess and her spirits here were innumerable and always watching. This hidden place, where Seirena remained beyond the trees of the earth, was the last open temple of the Soujan. Besides a great dragon at the top and a host of spiritual knights inside, Larens knew the unseen forces that assisted here, for they were all around them if one looked hard and true.


  Angeline bowed to the trees, full of mystery, youthful curiosity, and hope for a world that had not changed even though she had. Perhaps, in the west, she could bring something good out of the turmoil that man and religion had tarnished existence with for so many millennia. Hungry as well from all her travels, Angeline Berren summoned the wind beneath her feet and glided into the feasting hall of the temple in the mountain where she had become whole, and so much more.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Kendari II:III


  Bradswellen Castle Underground, Saint Erinsburg


  The Nadderi swordsman tugged a bit harder on the rope, not that he felt Rosana could run after the long underground journey through secret trade routes no longer frequented, but to keep her focus on staying up and awake as they approached the place he knew would take them up into Bradswellen Castle. “I do not care to carry you up the stairs woman, so some spring in your step if you would.”


  “I am tired you merciless cur, I need rest.”


  “We are almost there, your royalness, so a bit of joy and effort would be appreciated.” Kendari moved close to her, letting slack in the rope and walked up the stairs beside her. “You have behaved well for two days now, let us not end this on a bad note, shall we?”


  “I hope Cristoff and his men kill you upon sight, mercenary. You are no better than Florin and her ilk, you just had some luck in timing.” Rosana spit on the ground as she walked, a defiant insult from her homeland in Caberra.


  “If it had not been for my timing, you would have been raped, murdered, given back to the hellhole castle to await the blades, or all of the above, girl.”


  “I am not a girl, I am a woman and the rightful queen of this kingdom, filth.”


  “How old are you then?” Kendari sneered as they reached the top of the steps, drawing his off hand pyramid pommeled blade.


  “Well over thirty years, hardly a girl. Why are you arming yourself?” Rosana looked worried, thought to scream since it may be just on the other side of the iron door she was facing that Cristoff’s men could be posted.


  “I am over six hundred years old, so that makes you just a girl. I am sensing if there are traps or arcane glyphs protecting this doorway, or something unseen on the other side, highness. My swords are more than cleaving implements you see. Now shut your mouth for a few moments, if you can.” Kendari heard the gasp of shock and insult, yet pretended not to and listened keenly for the faintest sound. He sensed with his blade, following a faint light as it searched for hidden magicks. Nothing.


  Sheathing his blade, the marked elven assassin turned the rusty iron handle until he heard a slight catch, then pushed. The metal grinded on the stone floor at the top of the dark stairs, echoing in the forgotten passage behind them. Trickles of light shone into the storage room as the entrance opened to the rear of a mess of old trunks, boxes, and shelves. He walked ahead, over mismatched trade goods and directly to the wooden door ahead. Kendari listened again, hearing the words of many men outside in whatever room this now was. It had been many centuries since his mercenary days in Harlaheim, and he had trouble remembering if it was the great hall or the cathedral of the castle that this opened into. His hand reached for the door, pushed yet it did not move, obviously locked from the outside.


  “Now back up a bit, dearest Rosana.” his sarcasm dripping and mind wondering how the wretch of a king tolerated her for more than a few days with all her tears and drama. If it were me, he thought, I would have sent her body back to her father in Caberra after a month, with a “No thank you” note stabbed into her chest. Kendari stepped back and positioned his boots and hips at just the right spot to kick the door in.


  “There is no way we can be victorious here my lord. The army that approaches comes for you, your friends who are not here of course, and for blood. There is no talking our way out of this.” Capitan Broushelle was worried beyond his wrinkled countenance and gray curls and beard. He had fought many times for Cristoff, but even defending against this was hopeless. He received silent nods from Sir Leonard and the older Sir Karai.


  “Alden sent me here for good reason, we need to trust in God. If the queen leads an army here for Richmond, perhaps it is a gesture we should consider. Why would she lead? Perhaps Richmond wants peace, or he is too afraid himself to do the act. We need to stay and find out.” Father Garrett spoke softly and with great respect from all, yet the downward glances of the gathered men before Cristoff told him he was not aware of something. He had missed the battle, the bearers of the scroll of Annar, arrived after the knights of Saint Tarumin, yet he sensed he missed more than that. “What is it?”


  Cristoff raised his head and spoke. “Father Garrett, it is not the queen who leads the army, it is Florin in her guise. The queen was executed two days ago as Florin, along with Bishop Javiel. This is no diplomatic army of negotiations, but Richmond’s last bloody fists sent to silence his elders, nothing more. Much has happened, and I know you have just arrived, but perhaps we should fill you in on the things that you are unaware of.”


  “Then where are the other Knights of Saint Tarumin and Sir Savanno, Sulian, and ---“


  “Dead Father, dead. No one has seen nor heard from Sulian in days, and Savanno’s funeral was conducted here after Florin and Richmond had him killed.” Cristoff felt more pain for telling the well-known priest and missionary this than he felt himself at this point.


  “Then we have nothing to do, no ground to stand upon? Just to wait and be slaughtered by the army that is hours away? Outnumbered four to one or more? We must find God’s purpose for His words to me were to come here and abandon all else. How can I be of service to---“


  Crraaackk!!! the door to the storage room flung open and hit the wall from the force of the kick, then hung lifeless on its hinges. Blades were drawn, silence trembled in the castle throneroom, and all men here thought for certain that this was the beginning of the end, for the army must have found a shorter way inside. Cristoff stood from his forefather’s lordly throne, ready to die with his holy blade pointed at what was about to emerge. “For God and Harlaheim!”


  Kendari strode with confidence into the hall and faced the men, well over a dozen all armed, pulling his trophy behind him. “I care not for God or your kingdom, however, I have here a queen that may be of value. May I?”


  The shocked looks of the men, the lord of the city, and even the priest next to the knights put a smile on the Nadderi’s face that to him, was worth thousands in gold coin already. They stared at his pointed ears, the swirling black marks that he was cursed with, and the rope and woman he had in tow. None moved as he stepped in past their blades as if they were not there and approached the center of the room.


  “Who are you, elf?” Cristoff looked to him, then the ragged tearing woman he had bound. He thought to order an arrest, but first she ran to the lord, allowed by her captor, and embraced him.


  “Who I am is of little importance, but if you must know…Kendari of Stillwood. I found this lady about to be killed or worse in her attempt to escape Harlaheim. After ruining her persuers convictions, I felt it best she go to a safe place of her choosing. I will expect reward consummate of the prize brought, of course.” Kendari sat in one of the chairs meant for the military man that stood next to it, but he cared not.


  “Rosana?” Cristoff stared into her eyes.


  “Yes.” her choking response drenched in tears and sorrow barely issued.


  All men took knee save for Cristoff who was holding her up in her exhaustion and Kendari who remained seated. “God save the Queen!” was yelled in unison by the other ten men in armor who had been preparing for war.


  He could hardly believe under the fading bruises, dirt and smattered appearance, and chopped hair of brown curls, that this was indeed the woman he had known so many years past, loved more than anything long ago, yet it undoubtedly was his queen. Her voice, her eyes, it was the queen they had thought dead, here in his arms. Cristoff could not speak. His heart quickened and no words came through his throat despite the coming war and the multitude of questions he had. Time stood still.


  “My lord, should we wait and hail the Crossguard Legion, present the true queen of the kingdom before the Cardinal, we could end this. All we need to do is hold out here a few days until they---“ Father Garrett was cut off.


  “No.” Rosana spoke up through her tears. “The Cardinal returns to take the kingdom and declare Harlaheim a Holy State of the Church, he has signed documents to the fact. He will not stop here, he will not listen. He will march directly to the capital to usurp Richmond and his knights and lords. I know this, for I signed for it along with many others.”


  Gasps and startled looks trounced the throneroom, even Cristoff held her back from his embrace in astonishment and outrage. Kendari laughed at all of it, wondering when someone would realize that he was surely not here on goodwill.


  “Why? Why would you do such a thing my Queen?” Cristoff felt betrayed and his sorrow aged him at that very moment.


  “There was no other way. Florin and Richmond have ties to Johnas Valhera and his criminals in Chazzrynn. They have the mercenary armies of Willborne paid off. They even ally themselves with Shalokahn elves of the Sassari family. The people suffer, the corruption is endless, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. Even the bishop had his dreams of control and power, and the people suffer more and more as churches close and God is forgotten and not wanted. Savanno and I planned to leave, we had refuge in Shanador arranged by the Cardinal himself and other kings there. We were waiting for the spy of the Cardinal to kill Prince Johnas Valhera so that in the wake of confusion, we could escape. The spy, Balric D’vrelle has gone missing, and then all of this went so horribly wrong.” she placed her head on Cristoff’s armored shoulder and wept, wept for her dead husband, for the baby in her belly, and for the tragic situation that was all but hopeful.


  “So then we flee and return when it is all over. We wait until the Cardinal has settled things. Surely this Florin will be exposed and when the war is over we will be protected.” Garrett spoke simply and plainly as if the answer was obvious.


  “No.” Cristoff spoke just as plain. “We will remain hiding a queen, living in fear of when assassins will come in the night. We will hope and maybe assist in this coup, yet how long until the church appoints a king of their choosing or Richmond vows change. One day, today or years from now, the daggers will be at the door and we will live with that day in wait in our minds. I have faith in God, but not the cardinal and not the crooked politics and words that will hold our lives in the balance.”


  “The what does his lordship suggest?” Karai held his composure and attention.


  “We will abandon Saint Erinsburg.”


  “Abandon? And go where my lord?” Capitan Broushelle spoke in demanding tones, not able to understand how his great lord would ever give up on anything.


  “I heard the voice of God, most recently, and it told me to go west. I have heard it many times in my waking thoughts since that day on the mountain and ignored it. They will eliminate the queen if we stay, and my days and the days of our people and anyone who knows of what we know, are numbered as well. The seasonal food storage is half full. Empty the vaults, inform the people of Saint Erinsburg. We make for the west and for a new beginning.” resolved beyond resolve, the lord of the city gave his orders.


  “This will require a quick effort to evacuate before the army lays siege. If the army spots us, all is for naught you realize. They will slaughter us in the hills, the people will slow us.” Sir Leonard looked down, not wanting to be realistic and negative, yet truth had to be told.


  “I will ride out and delay with peaceful negotiations to the false queen while you move the people to the safety and cover of the northern hills.” Father Garrett sheathed his blade and went for his steed.


  “This is all so very inspiring, but I am afraid I must be on my way.” Kendari stared at the queen, then to the door leading back down to the underground. His keen eyes noticed the shadows move most unnatural beside the door he had kicked in. Red shadows with black forms crept along unseen walls. He knew no others would have noticed, and knew that the temptress Nareene wished words with him soon for she was entering here from whatever hell she called home. “I will need some coin for my troubles as you all tuck tail here from what surely would have been an enjoyable battle.”


  “He is a murderer and heartless killer Cristoff, give him a quick death or nothing.” Rosana demanded.


  “That may be true my queen, and he looks rather sickly, yet if it were not for him bringing you here we may have all been dead in but a few hours when Florin arrived. Kendari of Stillwood, I need all the gold for my people to buy food on our way through Shanador, so that leaves me little to give you.” Cristoff thought it right to reward something, anything, yet he would need it all for the trek to survive.


  “Not my concern really, I do not care for one person in your city nor their survival.”


  “Then an exchange and an oath, the way of the lords of old.”


  “Entertain me.” Kendari was waiting for whatever false words and empty vows that another human would try and placate him with as in years and centuries past.


  “You have a longsword or two there I see. I have mine here that was blessed by holy priests with divine energies that were meant for slaying the wicked and the dead. It is sacred to me and my family, yet I will exchange it for yours.” Cristoff knew his blade was invaluable, yet his honor would not allow him to short the rescuer or captor that brought Rosana to him alive and risked himself, regardless of cause.


  “And the oath, should I accept your offer of trade, weak as it is?” Kendari thought that a blade against the wicked, a holy sword, might be nice for his meetings with Nareene as long as it did not hurt him to hold it, for he knew that his marks and curses were nothing short of wicked as well.


  “My oath is just this and nothing more. I seek to follow some blessed friends to the far west, to the ruins of Mooncrest and the mines of lost Kakisteele. They have inspired me more than decades of my noble life has here in Harlaheim, and I want what they have, hope. Should you come there at any time, should we survive and it actually exists, you will always be welcome in whatever halls I have to offer.” Cristoff could think of nothing else to give, for at this point, he had nothing to truly barter with.


  “Agreed, on one term.” Kendari thought with a bit of malevolence amidst all this mush of honor and welcomes and nobility.


  “And that is?”


  “I wish to stay in your castle for as long as I like starting at this moment, alone.” his grin, his glimpse of flashing shadows and mist that no one else noticed, and his purpose were hidden among those that knew him not.


  “You realize it may be aflame or overrun within this next night or so with an army led by a woman known as Florin?” Cristoff drew his ancestral blade with the feathered cross of Alden in gold as the pommel. He watched as Kendari drew his pyramid pommeled longblade and reached it out to the Lord of Saint Erinsburg.


  “I surely hope so. Indeed, I would love to have a few words with this, Florin. I have a few messages to send to her employer.” Kendari knew that a woman, the only woman knight of Harlaheim, was an agent of Johnas for the White Spider. He assumed it would be her that appeared as the queen, and that they would try in murderous fashion, to silence anyone inside before an actual war began. Kendari smiled at the thought of foiling another little coup of Johnas, and raising the bounty a bit higher by letting someone relegate the horrid details to the rest of the criminals he employed.


  “Very well, strange, but agreed. God save you, Kendari of Stillwood.” blades exchanged, Cristoff took Rosana’s arm and walked with her to a place they could be alone. Rosana looked at Kendari as she walked past, focusing on his intentions rather than the lord and former courtier of her heart assisting her and the people of the city make an escape.


  “Farewell, and God save you as well.” the words barely came out, disgusting as they were to him.


  “You and I are going to have a little talk about your apparent chivalric behavior, my slave.” the whispers came from the shadows in the throne room he found himself alone in now. Kendari watched as the militants, the priests, and the advisors left with the lord and queen. He watched stewards take the tapestries and fineries, knights give orders to empty and load various rooms.


  “Nareene, it is all for the greater blood and my enjoyment. Be calm and patient, you will see.” Kendari watched as the lithe, nearly naked and exquisite winged form of a beautiful demoness formed from the mist and shadows in a stench of sulphur and smoke. She stood in the corner of the room, hands holding curved serrated swords of flame and hellish steel as her anger radiated from her pale unearthly visage.


  “Really? Saving queens, accepting holy relics, failing to kill and spread blood, resting here in a castle? I have half a mind to think you are growing tired of the killing you swore to me would never end. Maybe you need a painful reminder of your place and that red brand on your chest that says your soul is owned.” her fanged teeth dripped blood as her crimson and black eyes bore into him.


  “When Florin and her spiders sneak in, you will see some blood. Fear not temptress, I may leave one or two for you. I just need to remind Johnas that he is not all powerful. I love to dream of his agony at another failure, that is all.” Kendari sheathed the blade of Cristoff Bradswellen the Third that was now his and paced around the great rooms, anxious as his mistress for some death. He was just as anxious to see how holy this blade was, and what it would do to this demoness’ flesh if he plunged it into her.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Exodus II:XVI


  Base of the Holy Mountain, Bailey, Willborne


  Gwenneth could hear the heavy stomp of boots and cavalry from behind her. She turned to look as the first glow of dawn approached from the west, and there it was, half a mile behind her and Azenairk. The flags and banners of three hundred soldiers of Bailey to the south with another army twice that in size approaching from the west. The standards of Willborne flew high, a blue crossed blade pattern through a curled dragon on a red background. She felt her body tiring already as she and Zen followed as best they could in their flight from Keervin Keep in Bailey.


  “Tell them to slow down, Zen! I can barely see and here we are, trapsing up a mountain at daybreak with Willborne’s finest closing behind us. Where did Saberrak go?!” Gwenneth could not see how far the minotaur was ahead, but she knew he was following James, they all were.


  “I can tell em to slow down, but James has got his head all around that girl from the tavern and ain’t listening to anyone! He thinks she’s bein’ sacrificed in this here mountain!” the dwarven priest was having trouble keeping breath as well, let alone catching up to Saberrak.


  “Then why the hell would we come here?!”


  “Dunno Gwenne, be the army behind us an all, there be nowhere left to go! James is mad, wants to see for himself, damn fool!”


  “Who cares? We did not come here to save peasant girls or refound someone’s religious beliefs! We are passing through to that damn mythical city of yours, and that is all!” Gwenneth was losing patience, losing energy, and not at all thrilled about the sounds of horns and drums from an army that seemed a bit too organized this early in the morning.


  “Keep it down, both of you!” Saberrak whispered loudly to the wizard and the dwarf, his form appearing out of nowhere in the near dark. “Where is Shinayne?”


  “I don’t know, this is ridiculous! Where the hell does James Andellis think he is going?” Gwenne whispered back.


  “Regardless, this army was coming for us. Look, they are fully dressed and prepared this early? We are lucky to have gotten out of Bailey alive, so if it is to be a stand on the mountain, so be it. I would rather tire them out on the slopes than face them in the open.” Saberrak caught his breath on reflex, for strangely he was not tired at all. He looked to the belt with the fist emblem that Ansharr had given him, and then jumped to the side with axe in hand ready to strike. Something moved not five feet from him that was not Zen or Gwenne.


  “I would like to know, in advance the next time, when we are planning a journey at dawn to the top of a sacrificial mountain, agreed? Not that following you all is difficult, but this deserves some explaining. And two small armies to join in our hunt, wonderful work everyone.” Shinayne sheathed her curved elven blades and took knee next to the others. Her sarcasm should have to wait for a retort, for as soon as she sat, Saberrak was on the go up the mountain again.


  “And here he goes off again, someone mind explaining all of this?” the elven swordswoman dashed off up after Saberrak, waiting for Zen and Gwenneth to respond.


  “Almost to the top Shinayne, then we will talk with James, allright?” Zen pushed on, not wanting to waste breath on a hard march.


  “James is up there already? What for? Where is Capitan Norrice and his men? This is insane you both realize, we will be surrounded within minutes. How will we get off the mountain with the armies of Willborne at the base?” Shinayne T’Sarrin saw the small plateau and faint torchlight ahead. Then she heard James, Saberrak, and another female voice arguing. She waited for her two slower friends, then looked down the slope at the two brigades meeting up at the base of the mountain. She knew horses would not fare well traversing up here, yet that left hundreds on foot that she knew they could not defeat or hold off. For now, they had not advanced which gave them at least a few minutes to sort things out before they were captured.


  “What was I supposed to do Saberrak?! Let her die, let us wait to be captured and suffer the same fate?! I had to decide, I listened to my gut and---“ James was cut off once more.


  “How did you know they were going to come for us? And why not wait and devise a plan together? Now we are out of the cage and into the arena whether we like it or not! Cornered, and surrounded!” Saberrak huffed, checking the blade of his axe for chips. He stared at the young blonde girl in white that had led James to the mountain. “Well, might as well go inside that cave and see what this is all about then.”


  Shinayne looked around the plateau, seeing several sets of stairs into a cragged cave mouth of at least twenty feet in height at the top of a cloud smothered peak over Bailey. The torchlight was real enough from sconces along the cavern opening, which told her someone had recently been here. Seeing Zen and Gwenne catch up, the elf walked toward the minotaur and the veteran knight that held the young Agarian woman. “Now, tell me what by Siril’s sword we’re doing up here, and tell me quickly!”


  “James and Azenairk started a fight at a tavern in Bailey over this girl.” Gwenneth spoke first.


  “No, we were attacked and some locals tried to rob us at crossbow point. We merely took em down.” Zen retorted.


  “Why were you at a tavern, James? And this girl is half your age you realize.” Shinayne snapped.


  “I was… did not drink, if that is what you are implying. And she was to be sacrificed here, today, in this place. They do this every year, a sacrifice to their God for a good season. Someone had to do someth—“


  “So running with her, to the place that this foul deed is to occur, without your friends, was your best laid thought?” Gwenne shot back, noticing the girl get more frightened with every moment.


  “You see those torches human? Someone has been here, and is probably inside already. Now we are a threat. Some people might not tolerate interfering with their—“Saberrak was interrupted by the elf.


  “They were going to kill us as well horned one, so ease up a bit. I overheard Lord Marcell and some priest named Veuric arguing in the keep about some Katrina Lady and that we are wanted and whatnot. I do not agree with coming here in the slightest, but staying there would have been our end for certain.” Shinayne looked around the clouds, not liking the feeling of being watched that crept all over her.


  “Why didn’t you tell us that, elf?” Azenairk blurted in a bit of mild frustration.


  “Well if you all would have waited, I would have. Instead, I had to track you from the keep to here, in the dark. Why did you leave anyway, and where is Norrice?”


  “We were attacked, pointy eared one. I sent Norrice back to Erinsburg, but the mass of soldiers would have been hard to get around. I am not sure if he or his men made it. All I know is they swarmed into the keep with some lady yelling orders. James fled, I followed, they followed me. How did you escape, elf?” Saberrak looked to the cavern that Shinayne was staring at, having the very same idea that they were being watched. He heard more men marching and shouting from the base of the mountain, likely up to them.


  “I ran out east, took cover, I am not so easy to see or follow unlike all of you. Well, what say you Saberrak? Into the cavern of a God that demands sacrifice?” she heard the resolute huff of the minotaur, then Shinayne drew her blades and looked to James.


  “I am not convinced that any sort of deity lives here, but whatever is here, if anything, needs to die.” James drew his blade and strapped his shield tight.


  “I heartily agree with ye all, but what about the girl?” Zen pointed at her with his warhammer, not realizing it, and the girl cowered behind James Andellis. “No, no, no, I did not mean that lass, for Vundren’s sake!”


  “James, I want to go home.” Taira whimpered in lieu of these strange companions who seemed formidable, she just wanted to wish it was all a bad dream.


  “Do you hear that?” Gwenneth raised her staff, letting yellow light spring out of the emerald affixed to the top. “Prayers.”


  “I hear them too, from inside. Not dwarven, that be for certain.” Zen took his enchanted helmet off, then back on again.


  “Not elven either, or Agarian. But prayers and hymns of some sort, being chanted by several men.” Shinayne heard the faint choir inside paying homage to someone, just not in any language that she had heard. “Gwenne, have you ever heard---“


  Gwenneth walked forward silently, not looking to see who would follow, eyes unblinking. She heard the words, focused and continued her slow walk into the cavern. “It is the draconic tongue. They are praying to a dragon who they believe is God.”


  “Taira, is it?” Saberrak waited for the nervous nod of affirmation. “Has anyone ever seen this God, your God, on this mountain?”


  “No, of course not. God is heard but never seen. Heard but never seen, heard but never seen, heard…” she replied as if it were divine fact, over and over, in terror.


  Gwenneth stopped. “Then they don’t know that they pray to a dragon, and that would explain a bit about the sacrifices and secrecy. I would guess someone knows, has to. What should we do then?”


  “An army behind us waiting, a dragon posing as a deity, and we are the seasonal offering? I say we pay our respects inside and shed a bit of light on some religious issues at hand.” Shinayne walked in beside Gwenneth, followed by the rest.


  “Stay behind me, no matter what happens Taira.” James drew his griffon winged broadsword and slowly stalked in behind Saberrak.


  “I for one, think that this was a poor idea. Just for the record. If I see what I think I’ll be seein’, ain’t light I’ll be shedding with my hammer here, Vundren mark my words.” Azenairk fiddled with the box in his pocket, then raised his warhammer. He looked down the mountain to the hazy view of the army that waited beyond the low clouds, then to the cavern, paused then walked in last. “Perhaps it’s friendly, ya never know…”
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  Lord Marcell looked to his left at Katrina Willborne, then to her red minotaur bodyguard named Faldrune, and finally to Veuric who was on his way up the slope with a retinue of a dozen armed men to intervene. He knew, should this go poorly for any reason, the most powerful woman in Willborne would have his head. His mind thought of how he and most nobles despised her warmongering and self glorifications. Her family name, lost in the records of history, had not been Willborne at all. Yet she had named herself so to gain sway and popularity beyond her military might in the kingless country of so-called free cities. Agarian native for sure, but her mercenary dealings had left a sour and fearful taste on most noble tongues. Everyone of right to the throne hated her, envied her, yet none dared stand against her.


  “Marcell, you are certain that no scroll was left in their room?” Katrina did not look to the Lord of Bailey, just stared ahead at the lone mountain. She would not look at failure, not ever.


  “Certain Lady Willborne, and no sign of whatever the dwarf carries either, no box or deed found. They must have whatever treasures they own with them, up there. We searched thoroughly.” Marcell Keervin hated when she failed to make eye contact, it unnerved him.


  “Katrina, let me take a brigade up there, just a hundred soldiers. I will get what you seek, and the women for ransome. I will leave the others in their own blood for daring such a transgression against the kingdom.” Faldrune the red drew his spiked mace and spiked shield to prepare for battle.


  “No, my mighty warrior, no. There is no escape from that mountain. I want the God of old appeased if possible here. Our people need a good harvest, good rain, and all the blessings we can provide. Let Veuric see that the sacrifice goes on as planned, God will decide. If not, then we will take them when they flee, or when they starve to death. I do not want to anger the mountain.” Katrina patted her armored bovine general on the shoulder from atop her steed. She had no desire to see what she knew to be in that mountain, and she knew that no group of less than a small army had a chance survival. She knew what was there, and he would not take kindly to any visitors.


  “What is it about this scroll and that which the dwarf carries that makes them so sought after in three countries, Lady Willborne?” Marcell tried to make small talk, here with his army and hers around the base of the mountain for half an hour now.


  “None of your concern. If you were truly concerned, you would have captured them as I instructed. Now you seek to writhe your way out of failure with words, Marcell. I am a woman, I am not an idiot. In fact, I am far more intelligent than you could fathom, so save your words for those secret noble meetings where I am ridiculed by every failure of a man in Willborne. If any of them, including yourself, had real Agarian blood or balls, one of you would have drawn swords with me by now. So since I keep this country alive with a shred of hope, alone, I will also keep my concerns. Do I make myself clear?” again, without a blink or a glance his direction, Katrina spoke her mind.


  “Yes, Milady, crystal clear.” Marcell gulped his saliva down with much effort.


  “Have the men set up camp completely around the mountain. Post watchmen and archers at each direction. I want it done moments ago.” the mercenary lady of Willborne gave her orders that none ever refused. She knew that the rest of her army was posted in three different locations throughout the kingdom, waiting for her call for any reason. To keep them fed and loyal, she needed coin and lots of it. The offer from Johnas was too rich to refuse, so wait for these fugitives and their posessions she must. Her rule, her army, and her future crown depended upon it.


  


  


  



  


   


   


   


  Johnas II:V


  Valhirst Outskirts, Chazzrynn


  Light sleet blew across the faces of Balric D’Vrelle and Prince Johnas as they watched the outer wall from a forest covered vantage spot near the southern gates of Valhirst. Balric spotted them first, four of them leaving a merchant caravan rather quickly from under the coverings of the wagon. Royal guards of the capital distracted by other merchants, timed perfect.


  “They approach, Johnas.” the Harlian spy under the control of the Prince signaled the ten remaining agents of the White Spider to take aim from their covered positions in the early morning stormy haze. He turned back to the front, watching royal guard from Loucas march in pairs all across his field of vision in front of the emerald city of trade. Then his eyes darted to Vanessa, Fadim, young Oggidan, and another cutthroat mercenary of the foul guild as they rushed to the rendezvous point. Here was the place to meet should anything happen during the lockdown, which apparently something had.


  “My Prince, the heir prince of Chazzrynn has written warrant with royal seal to bring you to Loucas and search the city of Valhirst. All agents are in hiding, yet our spies say that the king is en route to his galleons and will surround the port within the week. What shall we do Johnas?” Fadim looked calm in the face of such adversity, much more than Vanessa Blackflame or the one-handed youth with them.


  “Nothing. This is all according to plan, do not think otherwise for a moment. Next, King Mikhail will pull from either Vallakazz or Southwind Keep to reinforce Loucas and Addisonia. Then, the armies of trolls and ogre under Salah Cam will begin their attack. After a few months of that terror, the king will be begging for me and my men to assist, no matter what the young brat of an heir has to say.” the Agarian Prince of Valhirst laughed, slicking his sleet filled blonde hair back in the wicked weather.


  “There is no way you planned this, Valhera. I am no fool, I saw what I saw and Salah Cam had planned to kill you from the start. You even said so yourself, so there is no feasible way those armies will rally to him, let alone time themselves to your design. You are mad, wicked and evil, but now mad for certain.” Balric wished he could draw his saber on the man that enslaved him, but all he had were words.


  “I left my doppelgangers in Fortress Salganat for good reason, they were the weak and young ones I knew would be found easily. That should have been enough to push both Bryant and Mikhail over the edge into searching me out. And especially in their home if the poor little prince received so much as a scratch. Then Salah and I made a deal, one that would give him power in the west, and me the crown of Chazzrynn. Of course, my name is fairly tarnished with the trolls, ogre, and most of the kingdom. So, in order for him to gain their respect, he needed to be deceitful, wicked, and most of all, opposed to me. Now they trust him, fear his unnatural state and powers, and his magicks will ensure that they remain loyal. Now we wait until my armies and services are in greater need than ever for the kingdom. And then, we charge in.” Johnas was grinning from ear to ear, his webs working as perfect as ever.


  “Then what, open war in the west? How will you arise from that unscathed?” Balric looked to Vanessa, hoping for a nod that she had made headway into dispelling the magicks that held them captive. She moved her eyes from side to side, denoting that she had not.


  “When I unite Chazzrynn under me, Salah will get his land and reward. A few victorious skirmishes will end the battles, and the foul beasts will get their holdings as well. Then with Harlaheim under my control, two kingdoms of armies, both on land and in the underground, will move toward Caberra and Shanador. It is beautiful indeed.” Johnas waited to see the second caravan arrive, the one that would escort them into the merchant district and then to the sewers. He had never worried about sharing his plans, the ones that were already in motion or completed anyway. He could not hold back, his mind craved the awe and attention and his madness loosed his tongue.


  “Harlaheim? The Church will never allow you or yours to touch the---“ Balric thought for a moment of his home to the north.


  “The church? Yes, I am aware of the Cardinal and the Legion with him entering to take hold of the kingdom there. I have already taken care of that little issue, and your contact, Bishop Javiel, has already been executed. Trust me Harlian, you and your country, do indeed, belong to me.” his laughter rolled heartily like a man that had drunk too much wine and heard an amusing anecdote. “Even my own agents believe the schemes I set, even you. Having many casualties truly sets the realism of the event, I have found.”


  “You cannot rule my kingdom, or this one! You are the devil and I hope that you---“ his head turned aside from the heavy blow from Fadim, just as Johnas grabbed Vanessa by the hair and began to force her to the arriving merchant wagon. Oggidan followed, as were his orders from master Fadim.


  Johnas slid into the opened side of the decorative wagon. “Dream big Oggidan, always big and lofty dreams of power. Dreaming less is a waste of time. I want kingdoms to mine own, above and below, noble and criminal. I work daily to get what I want. Blade by blade, death by death, I will achieve what I set my sights upon. Do not let anyone tell you any different. What is it you want most?” Johnas Valhera made small talk with the one-handed boy his men had found, one he knew had a grudge.


  “I want Kendari of Stillwood dead for taking my hand. I want to be the one to kill him and collect the bounty.” without pause, the young red-headed boy replied with determination.


  “I will help you with that, gladly. But first, you will need to do a few things for me, then maybe take a hot brand and a pledge, and we will talk more. Steer us into the city now boy. Balric, Fadim, patrol the underground now, and watch the visiting guards. A few examples might keep them busy, say three dead by noon? Very good.” Johnas secretly entered his own city with just he and Vanessa riding in the rear of the wagon, mindful of the occupation that Prince Bryant had begun.


  He spun his webs over and over in his mind, checking for flaws and cracks. He had purposely told his plans to Balric whom he knew would remain loyal between his love and the necklace, but it was not Balric he was concerned about. Fadim had been too loyal, too accomplished, and never sought anything for himself for many, many years. He could have had his way with drugs, powders, gold, women, and power in the week that Johnas left him in charge. He would soon find out if one of his most loyal was indeed true, or if it was a front for something else. He did not trust anyone, not even his top advisors and assassins, unless they too had at least a few vices, which it seemed Fadim did not.


  “You sent Ariili in the guise of the Cardinal of Harlaheim as I instructed?”


  “I did my prince, all will be done as you have ordered. Ariili is older than Gregore’ was, a savant doppelganger, he will not fail us. The agreement between you and Richmond the Second will be delivered and the cardinal slain and replaced. I have assurances.” Vanessa replied without emotion.


  “What is the word on Fadim, Sapphire of the East? Is he a spy like your lover, Balric? Or is he one of us, still loyal and wretched?” Johnas turned to Vanessa Blackflame in the private of the wagon, waiting for an answer from his most devout and trusted spies of the Emerald Eight.


  “He has already defected my prince, I saw it in his eyes and actions time and again. He works for the father of the Altestani nobles who visited us and were never seen again. They want blood and it is yours they want first for the Headhunter and her crew resting at the bottom of the Carisian Sea. Then they will want Lazlette and her friends for the deaths they caused. He is loyal to his blood, like I told you before. Kill him.” Vanessa did not look to Johnas, she spoke the truth when it was without eye contact, that was their code. “My scars removed, as agreed?”


  “Yes, of course. As agreed.”


  Johnas trusted her beyond doubt, she had brought him Balric and others in the past. Most believed she was a slave to him, or a prisoner of sorts wishing to escape. Her ruses were so difficult that he believed them himself on occasion. If she said Fadim was disloyal and a threat, he would be set up and marked for death. No one was more loyal, more deceptive, and so well trained by himself than Vanessa. Now his only prying questions were where that arrow had come from that was meant for his heart, who knew he would be there, and who the assassin was working for. Johnas stewed upon it for the ride back to his city, a city in which he had to hide in, for now.
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  Salah Cam floated along the trails of the ogre and trolls that had been searching for the archer for days now. He needed no sleep, no rest, not even food at this awkward stage between death and immortality. His remaining hair had fallen from his head, his stench was easier to hide in the cold and outdoors, and he knew that he could not die by any means of physical injury. He laughed his hollow unliving laugh as the meandering thugs of Munn Par and Avegarne kept on some sort of loose trail ahead of him. The wolves that the ogre king had let them use had been on a trail that they would not give up easily, only reinforced by the old wizard’s senses of arcane detection now and again. He knew someone or something with several enchanted items in their possession had been running from him and his small army. Salah felt powerful sensations that he had felt before, but forgotten when or where. This assassin, whoever it was, had the old wretched ones full attention. Salah smiled, knowing that he now had alliegence with the ogre armies, legions of trolls, the White Spider, and was indeed immortal. Now, he thought, some wars and blood and I rule the south!


  A sensation of arcane and magicked auras trickled into his unearthly view, stopping the undead wizard in mid air. From the south this time, from behind him. “Idiots! He is behind us now, he has double backed!”


  Fearing the proven powers of Salah Cam, and the allegiance that their masters had sworn with him against the men of Chazzrynn, the trolls and ogre turned back and raced to where the bony fingers of the black robed wizard pointed. The wolves growled in their displeasures of being taken by chain off the trail their noses had kept for days and nights. Hissing from black fanged mouths of green trolls and the grumbling of giant savage tusked ogre silenced the wolves’ tirades of disagreement.


  Salah Cam saw his target, an elf for sure. Golden tan skin, blonde hair and regal attire with a decorated blade and many accrutements of enchanted power and value all ran across his arcane gaze. His hand was twisted in a strange position that looked rather painful and his deep indigo eyes stared at the dozens of trolls and ogre that began to surround him. Yet, he did not stop his determined march north, nor did he seem to care for the mob that seemed intent on hindering his path. Without provocation, red and orange flame in a line that crackled with power erupted from his good hand and tore through three trolls to his left. Salah noticed a smirk escape his otherwise emotionless face as screams of agony and growls of shock caused the small army of beasts to stop for a moment.


  “Out of my way creatures, or I will incinerate every last one of you. If you care to live, I am looking for another---“ Eliah Shendrynn was interrupted, his noble blood flared that anyone would dare.


  “Another elf? Perhaps one with a great treasure of magicks?” Salah looked at the ripe young body of this elf, a body that would remain healthy and strong for centuries. His power in the arcane was obvious, and his elven features handsome and intimidating. The old wizard wanted to know more, and wanted what he had.


  “Yes, exactly. Where is Lavress Tilaniun!” Eliah thought of destroying each and every one of them, including this husk of a wizard that floated toward him now. He was tired, in pain, starving, and having difficulty keeping pace with the hunter that had his stolen book. Perhaps, he could use these fools to widen his net.


  “I am not sure, but a bit farther north and west is Southwind Keep. We believe he is there and have been tracking him for days now. Stand back filthy ones, this elf is with us.” Salah began radiating his foul aura and concentrating on the entrancing words he spoke. The trolls and ogre, despite the flaming hisses of three dying, stood down as he suggested.


  “I am not with you, old necromancer. Your tricks will not work on my will, so do not try them again. Where is your stronghold…?” Eliah waited for the name with a gaze of false curiosity.


  “Salah Cam, Lord Salah Cam of the Sullan swamps. Yet, I have a place much closer within the walls of one of my allies. The tower of Arouland in the ruins to the south of here is home to king Avegarne of the ogre. I plan to invade Southwind Keep in but a short time, you could rest there…the ogre king is an ally of mine” Salah played the name game back to the elven wizard.


  “Eliah Shendrynn of Kilikala, and your hospitality is most welcome Lord Cam. Yes, I could use some time to rest and heal this atrocious injury to my hand. Perhaps you could assist me in finding what was stolen from me. Do you have a seeing crystal or magicks of the sort?” the traitorous highborne knew this was better than stalking Lavress alone in his wilderness environ he was accustomed to. A little arcane treachery and spying would help his cause by way of this old wicked skeleton of a man.


  “I do, I do, yes, yes. And help you with that hand, I may be able. To Arouland beasts! Bring my things and hurry!” Salah hoped he would make this Eliah very comfortable, learn much from him, and then take his body in lieu of this rotting one Kendari had left him with when he interrupted the rituals. The hunter would have to wait, for life eternal was vastly more important than some elf that wanted to kill Johnas and steal satyrs and books.


  His bow, quiver, falcata, kukri dagger, and the book of High Elven Magick were all hidden in a small cave with a family of wolves he had befriended this morning. Knowing that the black robed wizard, and Eliah, could track the arcane auras on his belongings, Lavress was a mile south of the cave, spear in hand and hiding in the trees awaiting his one chance to kill at least one of his pursuers. He had been still for hours now, watching the wolves try and determine why his trail went further north yet they smelled him near. He had been perched in an old banyan twenty feet over the ogre and trolls that Salah Cam commanded, waiting for his moment that the rotten wretch walked underneath him. Eliah Shendrynn, of all possible reasons, had interrupted that and now the two left south in apparent cooperative aquaintence.


  Lavress Tilaniun crept down slowly, without a sound, and ran steadily to the north to his cave. The ogre, trolls, and wolves had turned back with both of his enemies and now was his chance. His mind raced from oaths to the Hedim Anah to deliver the stolen book, to warning the people of Southwind Keep of the coming invasion he had just overheard, and lastly to his grievous and still seeping wounds from harpy arrows days ago. His strength fading, his body tired and worn from the hunt and battle, Lavress staggered as he ran to the small hole of a cave where he had calmed the two gray wolves and their four pups into letting him stay. He was freezing, but that was his last concern as of now.


  The wolves yipped and licked him, sensing his ties to nature and his injuries. The dirt and moss covered his leather clothing as he crawled past the canine guardians. He petted the male as he passed, then the female, and curled up in the back of their home and laid his head on his pack. The pups rummaged him over with licks and snarls of playful nature, yet Lavress could not participate. He felt for the book and his weapons under the pack, assuring himself they were still there. They were in the hard dirt, and he drifted into a forced meditation that would hopefully allow him to rest enough to travel again tomorrow.


  “Thank you my friends.” he whispered in the fey tongue of Seirena, sure that the words or intent would be understood by these animals of the wild. He fell asleep as the wolves kept close around him, kept him safe and hidden, and watched over him for reasons only divine instinct could explain.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Exodus II:XVII


  Cavern Temple atop Mount Bailey, Willborne


  “This is absolutely evil, and far from any religious belief I have ever read. That pit there is filled with bones and skulls. The altar is, oh by Siril, this is foul.” Shinayne whispered as she carefully stepped around the stone table covered in stains of old blood in the torchlit cave. She looked at the size and horrific grandeur of the place, then again at the massive stone hole half full of remains of the dead. Her eyes closed at the sight of what she knew to be against any natural order or spiritual morals. Her stomach churned and her body felt ill in every area by just being here. The noble elf covered her mouth with the back of her hand and tried to center herself and not breathe.


  “There are three passages that lead off from here, which one?” Saberrak would normally have known, but the smell permeating the cavern blocked his instincts. He paid no mind to the old carnage, having seen worse in his slave days underground.


  “By Vundren, what the hell have these poor people been praying to all these years? How could they not have known and done something?” Azenairk felt great sorrow upon seeing the blood and knowing that centuries of this had endured.


  “Because they live in fear obviously.” Just as the words breached his lips, James turned in time to see a dark robed young man and a contingent of soldiers enter the cavern behind them. “We have visitors behind us!”


  Taira fell to the ground, shaking, repeating the words over and over in her mind. God is heard and never seen, heard and never…


  Backs to walls, crouching behind the altar, weapons drawn and ready, the five companions watched as ten soldiers took armed stance in front of the young Agarian man that stared at them. “You are on sacred ground, foreigners. I have come here ahead of the army to prevent any unnecessary bloodshed and to retrieve what you have stolen. The girl, please.”


  “Your men and Lord Marcell planned on us being thrown in here as it was, Veuric. Try and---“ Shinayne stopped her defiant words as she saw the ten soldiers and the man she knew as the priest Veuric, bow their heads, gasp, and get on their knees.


  Taira screamed a shrill horror into the cavern, Saberrak roared as he dove across, and James and Zen ducked and covered their bodies with their shields. Red glowing eyes in the dark preempted a carnivorous screeching warning cry as orange flames from a shadowy mouth spewed through the center of the temple cave. Shinayne rolled back to the wall and ran toward the massive black and red scaled horror. Gwenneth raised her staff as the emerald radiated a blue glow all around her. The deafening roar of incinerating heat engulfed the soldiers and the priest as their burning carcasses hurled from the entrance and scattered down the slope. The dragon closed its mouth and turned toward the blue glowing woman, smoke rolling out of its nostrils as it huffed another breath in through blackened fangs. The black tongue flicked in and out repeatedly as its eyes focused with shadowy slivered pupils on the female it smelled, its meal cowering in fear.


  “Huasix derth diarixith merrgith!” the echoing voice came from the entire hundred or more feet of the dark scaly beast as it stalked on all fours with wings and tail stretching out in the open cavern.


  “It just called for---“ Gwenneth stopped as the flames erupted directly over her arcane shield of cold, forcing her to concentrate all she had in repelling the flaming inferno that surrounded her.


  “Kill it!” he roared over the deafening blast of draconic fire. Saberrak charged in with his horns and head lowered just as Shinayne slid quickly past its left side under the wing. James stood, pulling Azenairk up with him and each went different directions toward the massive reptile. Taira lay with her ears covered in shock, screaming barely audible in the flaming cacaphony.


  Carice and Elicras plunged deep into the ribs of the dragon, releasing hot blood onto the cave floor all around Shinayne’s feet. Just as she pulled the enchanted elven blades free to strike down again, the whip-like tail caught her in the legs and sent her lithe form tumbling ahead with a crack. Her swords skittered across the stone, her wind knocked out, and eyes tearing as she tried to reach for the pommels.


  Saberrak dove headfirst into the chest of the mammoth dragon, horns barely piercing the scaly hide. He swung his axe with all his strength, using both hands, and saw only a blue haze as he landed cut after vicious cut into the beast. A giant clawed hand tore into his leg and shoulder as he was hurled through the stone altar and rolled with chunks of broken rock to a stop in the rear of the temple.


  The breathing stopped, though the room was quickly filling with choking smoke. James cut at the dragon’s throat as it reared back from its bleeding chest wounds. Azenairk Thalanaxe smashed his warhammer fearlessly into the bleeding ribs Shinayne had left for him. Gwenneth looked at the elf and the minotaur, seeing movement from both, she backed up toward the wall to put distance between her and the mighty wyrm. Concentrating on the sphere of cold, she pointed her staff and allowed her arcane words and chant to release crackling lightning from within her body and through her pointed fingers. The blast ripped through scales, muscle, and bone, leaving a blackened hole smoldering in the now fiendishly raging creature.


  “It was calling to---“ the arcane woman stopped again, having to crouch low and focus as the flaming breath showered her once more, stopping inches from her body as the heat met the magical cold. She saw tufts of flame shooting from a set of cuts in the neck and one in the side, yet the blast was still far too intense to for Gwenneth to do anything but concentrate on not being devoured in fire.


  Fighting off claws and dodging wicked teeth biting for him, James backpeddaled with shield raised. He kept its attention, as did the dwarf who was having his shield smashed with wings and a tail over and over from his pinned position against the wall. Shinayne ran at full speed and leapt up at the face of the dragon, its mouth opened wide in anticipation. She tucked and rolled and fell short of her destination purposefully. Both enchanted blades in hand, she stood fast and plunged upward through the jaws of the rampaging reptile. Not waiting for it to make a meal out of her, she turned her shoulder back and withdrew her swords, then turned her whole body round in a quick flash that sliced twice clean through the neck to bone. Steaming blood doused her and puddled rapidly on the floor as the dragon fumbled back trying to breathe one last time before its eyes closed forever. The brutal greataxe that chopped through the bone and small horns on its face between the eyes stopped the feeble attempt. Saberrak, staggered from injury, looked around to see if everyone was still alive and then to Gwenneth.


  “I do not care what it was trying to say, just kill it and---“ he heard the distant roar, a wicked hunting screech of ear piercing pitch not far from the cavern entrance. Saberrak turned from Gwenne to the front, blood running down his shoulders through his torn scale armor.


  “It was calling for its mate!” Gwenneth saw the broken cave temple grow very dark a moment later, as if something had blocked the cloudy light from the entire entrance. Everyone froze as the sound of heavy breathing echoed in the chamber filled with smoke and blood.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Katrina watched as a black winged shadow raced through the cloudcover above the mountain. She had seen the flames erupt from the hazy peak where the temple entrance was. The lady of Willborne raised her hand to steady the men around her, and silence them, as they witnessed the bodies tumbling in trails of smoke lifeless down the side of the slopes. She feared nothing, and knew that Faldrune the red was the same, but the soldiers, veteran as they were, had never encountered a dragon. Let alone two. She hoped that no one would actually see what she and Marcell knew was in there. Katrina looked to a nervous Marcell.


  “I hope, for your sake, God does not descend in anger upon us Marcell.” she moved her stallion closer to his so that they would not be heard.


  “Divine justice is surely being dealt, my lady. A few fine words and chosen soldiers we can silence, will make amends when it is over, that is all we will require. They cannot survive, it is impossible.” Marcell looked to his sons, his boys that did not know the secret of the lone mountain. They were full of questions after hearing the roars and seeing the smoke and flame and bodies, as was any man here. “Still, better judgement would have me pull the soldiers back so that they see nothing more. Just in case. The Gods are surely angered with all of us around the mountain. Or something to that regard. I will spread rumor. Agreed?”


  “Agreed. You, myself, Faldrune, and your sons will stay. Have your captains reiterate what you just said and send them to Bailey. Then, we will wait.” Katrina needed no horror stories or rumors of wicked alliances beyond what she already had heaped upon her. The people must not know of the dragons, nor of her knowledge thereof.


  “I will see to it immediately, my lady.” Marcell turned his steed toward his sons, suddenly filled with self loathing at what he was about to explain to his children. If he were to let the people know, there would be a revolt, riots, and their blood in the streets. Centuries of deceit would be undone in a few bloody moments, and Willborne would slip further back away from a great kingdom. He had to explain this to his boys, now lordly men themselves, and get them to agree and understand his reasoning.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  Careful steps from giant clawed feet preceeded the serpentine body of the male dragon who was sniffing and searching for its mate. Its bright red scales reflected the torchlight that clung to life in the smoke. His black forked tongue moved in and out as its head moved from side to side, eyes seeing nothing, yet smelling the blood for certain. His eyes opened wide as the flash of electricity bolted toward his face. Nowhere to move in the entrance to its home, the dragon charged forward as lightning cascaded through its neck and shoulder. He opened his jaws to release a stream of flame toward the outline of the being responsible for the attack just as a swordblade plunged down through its nose and out the bottom and through the tongue.


  James held on for dear life as he was smashed into the opposing walls from the flailing head of the second dragon. Saberrak joined him as he jumped up onto the side of the beast and grabbed hold of the scaly ridge between the wings. His twin bladed great axe in one hand, he drove the weapon deep into the demon reptile’s back where it lodged into bone and flesh.


  Taira ran for the entrance past the dragon, her terror overwhelmed her reason. Shinayne dashed out from her hidden position as well, lacerating twice then twice again into the chest of the giant struggling serpent as fire spouted from the sides of its mouth. Heavy hits from the hammer of Zen did painful work to the right eye and skull of the trapped wyrm as he charged in with his friends. Gwenneth could not get a clear shot with anything that would not possibly hurt her companions, so held still with staff raised waiting to unleash a horrid ray of acid should the dragon get its mouth open.


  The roaring beast hissed as blade after blade cut precious life from it, trapped, ambushed, and stunned blow after blow. Unable to defend itself, the dragon turned round and dove out the entrance to its temple home. The minotaur still clung to its back with an axe wedged in its hide and a human gripping a sword through both its jaws dangled from its face. Its tail thrashed to ward off any pursuers, hitting someone hard on its way out. A scream was heard by all, then another. It cared not, instinct and flight took over as the winged wyrm plummeted down the slope then flew from sight into the clouds.


  “Gwenneth! Do something!” Shinayne yelled as she saw the dragon careen off the edge and take flight into the clouds, Saberrak and James with it.


  Zen and Gwenne ran up to the edge with the elf, looking out at the fading shadow of their opponent. They looked down at the broken body of Taira a hundred feet below on the rocky slope. Zen ran down to her as quick as he could without losing his footing. Her legs were twisted behind her, feet touching the back of her head and the girl’s neck was at an akward angle up where it should not have been. Zen stepped around the bodies of burnt soldiers to get to the fair girl that James had saved from being sacrificed.


  Shinayne and Gwenneth stood silent, neither knowing what could be done for their friends. The ambush was perfect, yet no one expected the dragon to flee with their friends still holding on.


  “Azenairk?” Shinayne stifled her tears, sheathing her weapons and waiting for a reply on his inspection of the unmoving girl.


  “She’s dead.” Zen bowed his head, looked to the ladies on the plateau above, and then to the sky hoping to see James and Saberrak return.


  “What can you do Gwenneth? Something, anything.”


  “We need to get out of here before we are captured. I can track James from a good distance, at least a few miles if not more.” Gwenneth thought hard on how to escape from the inside, what tunnels may lead out, for she knew going down the way they came in would put them into the hands of Willborne.


  “How can you track James? Not Saberrak?” Shinayne waited for Zen as she watched Gwenneth walk back into the cavern.


  “Because James has my father’s sword, and my memory of that weapon goes back to when I was a child, when my father was still with my mother and still very much alive. I could sense that sword long before you arrived in Vallakazz, sometimes fond memories enchance one’s sight in the arcane I suppose. Either way, I can find them, just get us out of here first. Being captured will not help us get to them.” Gwenne strode down one of the three cavernous tunnels, then returned.


  “Does James know he be carrying your father’s---“


  “Does it matter, priest? No, it does not. It is a private painful memory that I care not to discuss with him, or you. And especially not now.”


  “This passage leads down, the others are just shit and bones.” Zen stood by the middle tunnel past the corpse of the female serpent. He knew they had just been chased up a mountain and faced two dragons. He was well aware that their friends were out there in danger. And the priest had just given the shortest prayer in his life to the girl they had hoped to save. Despite it all, he knew also that time was of the essence and they had to leave.


  Gwenneth and Shinayne followed him, both wanting to say something, neither knowing where to begin. Shinayne felt Gwenne’s hand on her shoulder for several moments, just a sign of reassurance that all would be allright.


  “Whoa, will ye look at that then!” Azenairk stumbled in the dark of faint tochlight as coins scattered across the floor of the tunnel. “That there be quite a pile.” the dwarven priest found his feet in the shadowy light, now brightened by Gwenne’s staff, and looked amazed about the passage littered with coins of silver and gold, weapons, armor, jewels, and boxes from ages that were strewn all about.


  Gwenneth kept walking, her focus on getting out of this deathtrap of a mountain was stronger than any amount of forsaken treasure. She followed the light of her staff past skulls in the walls and bones that covered her path. She heard Zen and Shinayne quickly filling their purses and pouches and turned. “Seriously, now at this moment?”


  “We have no supplies, unless you plan on returning to Bailey and rescuing our horses. So yes, we need some coin to buy enough to get us to Evermont.” Shinayne snipped back, then spotted a greataxe, immediately thinking of her missing horned friend. Tears welled but would not release. “Zen, grab that for Saberrak, just in case.”


  “I’ve got it, and a few other things, let’s go.” Zen whispered as if someone were watching.


  The passage led out to the southern edge of the mountain, much lower after many slopes and twists through the inside. The three companions looked around the morning light of the outside world, seeing no army in wait.


  “Now give me complete silence please, I need to focus on my father’s sword to find them.” Gwenneth heard the jingling of settling coins stop, their breathing shallow, and she began to concentrate with both hands on the staff of Imoch. She saw the vision of the griffon hilt of an enchanted broadsword appear in her mind, a shield of magicked value as well near it, and sensed precisely where they were. Moments passed as her friends remained utterly silent watching the emerald glow atop her mighty staff. “Northwest of here, perhaps four miles past Bailey.”


  “We will have to be sneaky and take the long route around the city. Arm yourselves and kill any scouts on sight as quickly and quietly as possible. Follow me.” Shinayne led them down the mountain slope, keeping to every shadow as if their lives, and the lives of their friends, depended upon it.
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  “James! James!, Get up James!” Saberrak limped over the dead male dragon that he and the knight had crashed into the riverbanks northwest of Bailey. His left arm was cut, shoulders bleeding, and his left leg had hit the rocks upon impact and was numb and swollen. His energy and strength though, was amazingly intact despite all he had fought just recently. The gray minotaur held his axe low as a crutch and shook James by the shoulder with his free hand, hoping he would wake up. Streams of blood washed into the slow running river, blood from the enormous wyrm they had just rode to its death.


  Saberrak smelled men, several, and heard them in the distance to the north. James was stirring, yet he had not the time to wait. He pulled the dead wing of the dragon over his friend, covering and concealing him with a leathery black and red limb. He thought to hide here as well, perhaps under the other wing, but if the men approaching had seen them plummet they would surely search the dragon when they found it. He heard horses, a wagon or three, many men indeed coming from the north, not from Bailey.


  “Saberrak, where are you going? Oh, my head and arm! By Alden we are alive, I think my leg is stuck but thank God we---“


  “SSshhhh! I will be right back, there are men looking for us to the north. They head this way, many. I am going to give them a scare and a chase. You wait here until I get back, try to heal yourself and stay hidden. Wait for the others.” The gray gladiator crept out of the river’s edge and climbed over their dead trophy dragon. Then he heard them speaking in Agarian, and he knew they were searching for the dragon they had seen fall out of the clouds. Saberrak ran, full speed with horns lowered, right toward whoever it was, however many. All he wanted to accomplish was to keep them from James until he was healed and they could find their friends and get out of Willborne.


  James looked around at the dragon he was pinned under and covered by, dead and lifeless and covering the whole river from head to tail. He held his hand up to the teeth of the beast, pulling the lip up by some red scale to reveal them. His eyes grew big as his hand was half the length of the black and yellow fang, one of hundreds for sure. He had no idea, in the heat of the ambush and battle, that the creature was as big as it was. It had happened so fast that the knight of Chazzrynn now felt fear at what sort of insane danger he had been in. A smile creased his face, knowing he had saved a girl from being this thing’s meal and stopped a false and evil practice from continuing upon poor people. His hand glowed blue, blue like the eyes of Annar, the eyes of Saberrak and the scroll, and he held it over his dirty white tabard with the cross of Alden upon it. He thought of the others, hoping they would find him and the minotaur soon. Slowly, through light concentration, James Andellis prayed to whoever would listen and began healing his injuries so that he had the ability to move out from under this beast.


  His legs pumped harder, ignoring the pain more and more with every heavy step. He felt he was healing, though how he had now idea. He heard the chase begin and tried to make as much noise as he could with crashing through branches and growling as much in pain as in hopes to strike fear into whoever was over the next hill hunting for them. The forest was thick, too thick. Saberrak the gray saw flashes of men on horseback in armor, one with a large net held by another, then two more with longspears, and then he saw cages atop wagons over the hill. He kept running, further from the river, drawing as much attention as possible as he tore through forest and hills dodging trees to keep the steeds slowed in their pursuit. Yelling, men giving orders across several wooded hills, and the corralling began to get closer. Suddenly a net was thrown over him and he tumbled to the ground tangling himself further. He cut out in rage with the axe, yanked it free from his horns and stood up still half caught in the thick ropes as horses passed him by. Glaring at now at least thirty men around him, Saberrak stepped toward the closest man on horse, then felt it puncture him in the neck above his scale mail armor. He pulled the longdart out of his bovine muscle and black mane of hair, feeling drowsy as he did. Axe in hand, the gray horned warrior raised his weapon to cleave the armored man down when another dart hit his thigh. He looked down slowly, his reflexes dulling and eyelids drooping to close against his will. A third dart hit home in his other leg, and before the minotaur could reach it, he fell forward. A fourth dart saw him unconscious with eyes closed. He lay there unknowing and asleep as the schackles were put on his wrists and ankles, then six men carried his massive body to the cages.


  “Four darts? Never seen that before, even an ogre takes at most two!” the men laughed as they closed the cage on their latest catch and waited for orders from the others as to their next move.


  James heard them coming, heard the water splashing from horsehooves, and heard the oohs and ahhs of men who had just found what they were looking for up the river. He struggled against the wing and pulled his leg free from under the carcass of the dragon. Face down in the river, the knight crawled the riverbed to a stretch of cattails and crept inside for cover. His body soaked yet healed for the better of most his injuries, he held the grip of his blade and kept his shield underwater as the men surrounded the great red and black wyrm.


  “Take the hide, the fangs, the eyes, claws, and the heart. Leave the rest for the wolves.” a fat bloated man with thin red hair and a curly beard sat armored atop a tan stallion pointing with his spear at the beast that lay in the river. His men, over a dozen, dismounted and drew knives and daggers from their belts, produced bags and sacks for the parts as ordered.


  James watched as the dragon was ransacked for its supposed valuables. Despite its ferocity, wickedness, and destructive cruelty, James felt sorrow and pity for such a great animal being cut apart after death for profit by scavengers. With so many here, and the yells and rattle of wagon wheels approaching from the north, he dared not move, not until help arrived.


  “Master, we have the minotaur! Gray one, full of battle scars but healthy, took four darts! Likely he killed that dragon there, probably worth a lot in the arena.” the younger slave trader spoke to his uncle who had taught him much of the world and the price of life.


  “How much do you think?”


  “At least five or six thousand gold coin. Add the soldiers from Harlaheim we captured, three farm children, and the dwarf, and the dragon parts we sell to the wizards of Devonmir and we’re close to twelve I think.”


  “Very good, let’s aim for fifteen and see how far we can stretch it. You have one hour to clean out that dragon, see if there is anything of value in the gut as well. Then we head to Devonmir to sell in the markets, then a weeks rest. Nice work men, well done!” the fat man steadied his spear and looked south toward the mountain. “Any sightings of Katrina’s army yet?”


  “No master, none. But for sure we know she arrived this morning early in Bailey. Best be off quick, or she will take half or more and that’s if she’s being pleasant.” the boy was learning more and more, thinking ahead and knowing the price of being caught, and the consequences. His father had taught him well. Would have taught more if his uncle hadn’t killed him a few years back in the tavern.


  “No truer words you’ll be hearing men, let’s move out. No politics today, to Devonmir!” the horses and wagons rolled north behind the slavetrader and his caravan of men and goods.


  James sat unblinking, motionless, holding his breath as the dragon head without horns or teeth or eyes lopped to the side slowly with a splash into the river. “Saberrak.” was all he whispered to himself as he prayed silently for the others to arrive as quick as possible.


  


  


  



  


   


   


  Cristoff II:III


  Road to Wynnegarde, Harlaheim


  “One never knows who will be thine enemy tonight, nor whose ally again in the morning. All that is for certain is that alliances change like the seasons, rise like the moons, and seem to vanish often without notice.” ---excerpt from “Conquests of Teth”, written after the unification of the Altestan Empires, Holy City of Khi’Va, by Emperors Jahut, Sankillia, and Tormetirum, 2520 B.C.


   


  The Bradswellen family had ruled Saint Erinsburg for generations upon generations, fought wars for Harlaheim without fail, and been faithful to Alden for as far back as history had been kept safe. The third Cristoff to rule looked to Queen Rosana, to Father Garrett D’Ourmas, to his capitans and soldiers all lined behind him, and to the thousands of citizens who believed in him more than their own country. He stared at the city, the knights of the Order, the cathedrals, his family castle, and the rolling rural hills and forests that led to the marshlands to the north. The smell of moist lilac and spring grasses blew on eastern winds as he waited for a sign, for a nudge from the divine to set his pace in leading his people to something better than the corruption that his country had dissolved into. The far off trumpet blare of notes from the south to signal the army of Harlaheim was enough.


  “Bishop Garrett, why do you ride with me into exile? Are you sure God did not send you to stop me or strengthen my will to stand against an enemy one more time in my city? When I forbid you to ride out to the army, I did not mean to weigh this upon you.”


  “God sent me north to here, and now here is moving west. I have written many tomes of Aldane history, interpreting God’s will, and prayer translations. I do not question the words I hear, and neither should you. For some reason that surely I will know when I am meant to, I am in your company, Lord Cristoff.”


  “And you Broushelle, could surely be pardoned and seen as honorable should you choose to stay. This is treason in the highest regard, once we leave.” Cristoff turned toward his eldest capitan.


  “Seen as honorable by whom, my lord? With Savanno and Sulian dead, Leonard and Karai here, and the queen with us, only you remain as one from which I would seek honor from in this kingdom. It is the greatest risk one could make, riding with you on this quest. But I will not let you take it alone, my lord.” Broushelle stood stoic as ever in his resolve.


  “Have we sent riders with word to Capitan Norrice as he returns from his escort?”


  “We have my lord. They will be brought by quickest route to our pilgrimage, rest assured.”


  “All of the food storage and treasures loaded so that we may indeed survive this long road ahead through Shanador?”


  “Yes my lord, if we stay to the main trade roads north of the mountains we will have several cities in which to purchase what we need. As of now we have almost two weeks worth to feed the thousands here. Barring any entanglements with ogre from Bloodskull or food shortages in Shanador, we would be able to make the western coast with gold and food to spare.” Sir Karai, no stranger to war or siege, was confident in his counts.


  “God be with us, and our friends who trek through the Misathi Mountains ahead. I fear for them more than for ourselves.” Cristoff kicked his steed forward, listening to the muffled conversations that echoed softly by the thousands behind him. He had not words to say, nothing bold or unknown to declare, his people knew the reasons why he was abandoning Saint Erinsburg and they trusted him more than any king or cardinal.


  The white stallion stepped forward as the once queen reached out her hand to the once lord and grabbed onto it with a tight grip. She thought of the knights that had died, her husband Savanno, his nephew Sir Sulian, and all the treachery and injustice in the kingdom. Rosana looked behind her, to her kingdom one last time as her horse trotted to keep pace with Cristoff’s. There was nothing but sorrowful memories of this place for her, pain and suffering that had killed all of her love and spirit, and nearly her as well. She felt a small unborn kick in her belly, and looked to the regal man beside her who was abandoning all for his people, and no doubt for her to no small degree. He had undaunted bravery to face the unknown with such a heavy burden of responsibility and honor. To follow a dream, or even the dream of bold heroes from elsewhere, for his people, was something that few men would dare. Yet here he was, leaving a glorious battle behind, for once, for her and for the chance at something that may not exist.


  His mind swam with contradiction and doubt. What am I doing, abandoning my city and the battle for a hope of strangers and valor? What would my father say, or Alden? Do they whisper me a coward behind my back? God, a helping hand if you would, for these decisions do not easily come today.


  Rosana raised her hand with his in it, sensing Cristoff needed to feel he was doing right, and the cheers of thousands roared toward the skies and heavens over Harlaheim as they went into the western horizon. No one was in front of them to see the unrivaled tears of joy, fear, and unity that shone on their faces as Cristoff and Rosana led their people to freedom from certain death. No one felt as they did at that moment in hoping to believe in something that may not be waiting at journey’s end, yet daring to give up everything to have the chance that it may. And no one knew how inspiring it was to be cheered on by thousands for taking but a few strides toward a new beginning. If ever there were a time Cristoff felt pride as a leader or had faith in himself, it was now.
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  “No nobility to greet or negotiate, your highness. That is unlike Lord Cristoff, unless he means to accept the siege and delve directly into battle.” Sir Phillip stared around the southern walls of Bradswellen Castle. He saw torchlight, closed and barred gates that likely held the citizens of Saint Erinsburg inside, yet it was all too still on the south side.


  “Like a ghosttown my queen, I would venture a trap. Cristoff is far too experienced in war to ignore our arrival. We should make camp for the night, sound the trumpets again, and wait him out. We should discuss this in your tent my queen, I have a few proven strategies in mind for breaching his walls.” Sir Sebastian surveyed the east and west, even past the royal Harlaheim battalion behind him. Nothing, not a soldier or peasant to be seen.


  “Well advised, good knights. Set up camp and work on your strategies and so forth. Prepare the siege and rams, ready the archers with flame, and leave me be until midnight. I will pray that Lord Cristoff makes the right decision for his people, and pray in blessed silence and seclusion. Send my scouts if you would, for I need their eyes and ears this night.” Florin felt to vomit as she spoke of prayer for anyone or anything, yet she had to play the part, for now anyway.


  “Yes my queen, as you wish.” the knights of Harlaheim withdrew from the front lines to instruct the capitans and sergeants in their duties forthcoming.


  An hour later Florin exited the rear of her tent dressed in black with her cloth mask pulled from neck to nose. Her rapier sharpened and dulled black over flame, her ten best remaining assassins of the White Spider at her side dressed the same, she rushed on foot to Bradswellen Castle in the dark of night. They had informed her of an entrance on the north wall that appeared to be unguarded. Through the green moonlight of Gimmor they ran, from banyan shadow to stable wall, all eleven in a line with one purpose. To assassinate Cristoff, his capitans, and any of the fugitives and friends of Kalzarius that may be with him. Having left without word to the king and queen, Father Garrett of Shalokahn was also suspect and to be eliminated if present. Florin knew that the true queen of Harlaheim would also be here if Kendari of Stillwood sought a reward, which was debatable at best. Either way, Florin would have all the enemies of the White Spider and her new kingdom silenced by night’s end.


  The lock and handle dissolved with a sickening pop and sizzle from the acid. The door opened silently and Florin moved through the courtyard and toward the barracks through the darkest corners as fast as she could move her agile legs. No guards, no army, no people. She looked around trying to envision where Cristoff would have hiden everyone so well from view. She had expected to be murdering guards and her agents behind her to be shedding blood already. Not so it seemed, so the lady assassin and domenarch of Harlaheim moved her men into the royal keep.


  Through doors with no resistance, hallways with no watchmen, and up stairs unchecked, Florin’s pace and that of her trained killers slowed to a cautious one. Blades drew in the candlelit silence of the castle interior, none certain what in Alden’s name could be transpiring. What trick or deception, what illusion or trap waited for them once they found the lord and his people? They could only assume and continue the hunt. The double doors of heavy oak and regal Harlian design pushed open with ease revealing a soirre’ of candles and torches flooding out the darkness that now hid only in corners. The banners still hung with crown and rose, yet nothing appearing to be Cristoff sat at the end of the great hall. Female she seemed, long black hair over white flesh, dressed nearly not, and sitting most unlike a lady with curved green metal serrated edges in hand, staring with unnatural red eyes from her black winged pose on the throne.


  The men went five to a side, made it halfway to the throne and stopped as the flames from every source turned red and flared and the doors slammed shut on their own accord. Florin stepped slowly, wondering what sort of demonic trick this could be, who was this deceiver, and where the hell her targets were hiding. She turned behind her to see the pale face of an elven man, pointed ears, all in black with swirls of a curse marking him as the infamous Kendari of Stillwood.


  “Where is Cristoff, what goes on here!? Where are the fugitives of Chazzrynn with the scroll?! Where is…why are you…” Florin felt fear, from just two beings against her and ten, yet a stifling fear that ripped her dominion, position, and confidence from her very soul.


  “What do we do my queen?” One of the masked assassins spoke up in whispered worry.


  “Oh, my apologies.” Kendari bowed as Nareene laughed. “I almost forgot, here be the queen of Harlaheim before me. Looking for someone, Florin? Florin, domenarch of the White Spider whose men have tried to kill me twice in your hole you call a country?” he paced closer as she backed up toward her men and the intimidating sight upon the throne.


  “I am here for Cristoff, but if you insist, you and your little demonic whore can add yourselves to the list.” Florin stopped, her men crouching low with blades en guard.


  “I believe, I am already on the list, courtesy of one Johnas Valhera. I am here to send him a little, red, message. Care to indulge me?” Kendari winked to the Harlian woman, knowing full well that Nareene, high priestess for the demon Cancuru and temptress of hell, would try and out-murder him quickly. He hoped the wink would give him the advantage and convince her as he drew Shiver with his right and the holy longsword of Cristoff reverse with his left.


  Curved blades reaking with sulphuric flame and fangs dripping with blood tore into the masked killers on the right of the hall. Nareene had not pleasured herself with mortal murder in many years and the urge was overwhelming with all the fear and sweat on the air. Rapiers and shortblades broke, some cutting her immortal flesh, yet three men screamed out in horror as their crimson life was splattered across the tapestries.


  Kendari kicked Florin square in the stomach as she dove at his face with her rapier, sending her back as her men convened on the Nadderi swordsman. Shiver plunged into his left, the blessed blade parried a rapier then riposed across a throat. He crouched to a knee under two more cuts and stabbed the hot blade through an abdomen then turned and released another assassin’s insides with a cross slash of the cross bearing blade of Cristoff. Four men lay dying as he stepped for the fifth, seeing a terrified Florin looking for an escape she would not find.


  His steps perfectly planned as he glanced to Nareene who had just finished her last two assailants and was in front of the throne biting into a neck with a horrible sucking noise that echoed pure evil. The last assassin dropped his swords and put up his hands to surrender. Kendari shot his arm forward so hard that Shiver went hilt deep through his chest and sizzled with dripping blood out his back. Withdrawing the blade, he walked past the falling body and continued toward Florin. He marched her to the throne, blades steady and menacing at his sides as if she were no threat.


  “This woman is mine Nareene, mine alone! Give my regards to Johnas when you meet him.” Kendari cut out with the steaming longsword, then with his hopefully blessed sword, both of which were parried by Florin. Her rapier went up, then down, then crosscut at his face, then a stopcut that hit steel bracer. Every move she made was countered, every step of her trained motions preempted, her lunge went out deep aimed at Kendari’s chest. His longblades caught her rapier and twisted it out of her grip as it flung and skittered into the great hall.


  “Kill her slowly for me, Kendari.” the blood and flesh covered mouth of Nareene hissed out in delight at the death about to unfold infront of her very eyes.


  Florin shuddered, her back inches away from the cannibal demoness. She stood, unarmed, facing Kendari of Stillwood.


  Kendari flipped the golden cross of Alden over in his left hand and dove the sword hairs past Florin’s face and into the unsuspecting heart of the demoness Nareene. Her flesh burned black and blue as her scream threw blood onto the ceiling high above. He dove Shiver into her neck up through her jaw, then pulled Cristoff’s blade free and chopped it across her shoulders. Her head rolled to the ground and began turning to shadowy mist along with the falling body. The blood from the ceiling turned black just as her red eyes glared at him as they vanished. Blood sprayed from the mist like a rush of sweet rain, then stopped.


  “Your! Soul! Will! Know! Torment! Like! No! Other! Kendari! I will be seeing you soon, so very…” Nareene disappeared into the netherworld, full of hate, betrayal, and vengeance.


  Florin looked at Kendari who had just used her as part of a bluff to kill this demon woman. She saw his face tighten, then look to the blade of an Aldane knight in his hand, then to the spreading and thinning mist on the floor. Reality and shock began to set in her mind as the rest of the horrific carnage remained. “You were after her the whole time, this whole time. You had no intention of killing me, it was her.”


  Kendari stared at the blood all over the marble floors, the tapestries, the walls and his blades. He stood still, enjoying the silence, then he noticed Florin slowly turn out the corner of his eye. She walked slowly to bend over and get her rapier, taking advantage of what appeared to be her opponent in more shock than her. Deadly silent and smooth motions of a trained killer, like a cat she moved for her weapon. She lifted the blade by her boot and kicked it into the air, grabbing it with finesse and absolute silence. She was ready and had him off guard.


  “Florin.” his voice seemed a far off whisper.


  “Yes?” she turned quick with her blade out for the kill, expecting him to be in front of the throne. He was nowhere to be seen. Pain shot through her chest as steaming steel rose from between her breasts and ribs to under her chin. The red covered edge sizzled with her blood as she gasped for air and life. Her gurgled words came out as just that, and her body flailed against the burning torment that ripped through her lungs. Her hair pulled hard from behind as her legs went numb with death and her rapier dropped. Hot breath whispered from behind her, softly to her ear.


  “Not even close.”


  


  


  



  


   


   


   


  Exodus II:XVIII


  Temple atop Mount Bailey, Willborne


  Katrina Willborne felt fatigue wrack her body underneath her heavy armor of steel plate as she reached the plateau of Mount Bailey. Stopping to catch her wind, she looked to the bodies strewn over the slope. Charred soldiers, faces without flesh, bodies frozen in broken poses of death, all save one. The lady mercenary noticed the faint breathing of the priest and his fingers twitching, then a faint moan from his burned and broken face-down position on the side of the lone mountain. Caring not for any of the men Marcell Keervin had lost or were dying, she trudged across the blackened temple entrance with the lord of Bailey, his sons, and her red minotaur guardian behind her. Drawing her longsword out slowly, followed by the three men behind her, Katrina stepped inside the settling smoke of the cavern.


  The dragon rested still in a pool of its own blood, the altar smashed to pieces, and the smell of the dead was everywhere. Katrina was puzzled. “This is not the dragon that my father told me of, the one I have seen as a child. He told me a great dark beast that filled the chamber dwelt here, this is not it. And where did the other one go and shall it return?”


  “Only Veuric would know, I rarely came up here with him. I never saw anything, only heard the voice in a tongue that he alone understood.” Marcell was shaking, his sons silent as the grave.


  Faldrune the red, spiked mace in his hand, prowled through the other caverns and passages looking for the companions that had desecrated a holy and secret place of Willborne. “There is a way out down here, I can smell the fresh air. The treasure is meant for sacrifice is scattered as well, my lady. Likely they looted as well as murdered. Let me find them, I can track that stench of a dwarf all day and night, like I smell it here, just like the aroma of the elven woman.”


  “Father, what will happen now? If the other dragon you told us of returns?” one of his boys spoke up, trembling. The feeling that great wrongs that would have to be atoned for permeated the dimly lit cavern amidst all of the blood and rubble.


  “I do not know, son. God, they, it, has always demanded sacrifice for many things. I can only imagine what they will demand now. Unless, by our luck, the other is dead.” Marcell looked around at the damage caused by the wanted travelers he had lured into his keep just last night. He had no idea that they were indeed this dangerous and deadly.


  Katrina resigned that they would have to track them with Faldrune in the lead and all of her men spread out as far as possible. “They could not have gotten far. Let us leave. Faldrune, get the men ready for a hunt. Marcell, you and your men will be assisting. I will have their heads---“


  The ground at their feet shuddered and shook, then again, and then it stopped. The entryway grew dark as wind rushed in and snuffed out the torches and sconces with a force that sent everyone back a step or two. A small trail of light could be seen from the middle passage that led out, then that too went dark. Thumping, slow and rhythmic, echoed from outside where the light of day was no more. At first they scattered, then back together, and finally into a stance intended on battle. Katrina put on her steel helmet and raised her shield engraved with the swords and dragon of Willborne. A red glow moved to and fro from the main chamber, with a slow moving shadow of a man shambling forward. Veuric, limping and staggered, hair and face half charred off and blackened, approached with this all encompassing red glow behind him. The night had turned to red outside the cavern.


  “Guirthinix astir valx trothini?” a sliver of black within a giant red eye came closer as its mouth spoke words through teeth as long as two men. The head of the black scaled dragon of Willborne filled the cavern passage at the end of its long neck. This beast was large enough to eat the one that lay dead before it.


  “Where is my son and who has slain my daughter?” Veuric spoke with eyes closed in a monotone voice that seemed to be forced to repeat what it heard. His bladder let loose, his hands shook, and his lip trembled, yet the voice came out perfectly.


  “Veuric, what is happening here? What are you doing?” Marcell cowered at the sight of his priest of years being controlled to speak as his broken body was forced to comply by this gargantuan draconic being.


  “Kithixses!” the voice roared.


  Veuric stepped to the side of the cavern, eyes still closed and trembling. The eye moved back for a split second, then a massive clawed hand flashed in and grabbed Marcell and pulled him out just as fast. He screamed and stabbed once with his broadsword as he disappeared into the clouded outside atop the mountain. The scream stopped as the chewing began, then the horned reptilian head slinked back into the broken temple.


  Marcell’s sons ran for the rear passage, stopped by the curling and anxious tail of the immense dragon that smashed through the stone on the other side of the mountain and blocked them from escape. They turned white, realizing that this dragon, unlike the dead one in the cavern, must be well over four hundred fifty feet long to cover the top of the mountain in such a manner. Their voices were frozen in fear and terror, they white knuckled their blades, and waited for death.


  Katrina, followed quickly by Faldrune, got on both knees in a prayer position and lowered her head to the stone floor. “Tell our great dragon that the deaths of her children will be avenged. We know of the killers and defilers to her kind, and will hunt them and bring them to her.” she knew it was either this, or be eaten.


  “Jusivix nizrx ashrel relvix uun.” the words carried power, enthralling, terrifying power even though no one but the possessed priest understood them.


  “You will drink of my blood and be bound to me.” Veuric shuddered as he reached for his sword and cut the outstretched tongue that writhed in front of him, a tongue of red and black at least ten feet long from the tip of its jaw, as thick as a grown tree. The edge sliced a small cut, then another, then three more along the side as his mind was directed to. He kneeled, putting his hand to the rough wet bleeding tongue of the dragon that held his will. His mouth opened up and lips covered the cut that poured deep red draconic blood. He drank, swallowed and swallowed more. Soon Katrina and Faldrune did the same, gulping mouthfuls as the red sustenance ran down their chins. The petrified sons of the late lord Marcell just watched the hellish horror of these three drinking from the bleeding tongue of a giant serpent, unable to move.


  Silence reigned as Veuric, Katrina, and the red minotaur stood slowly, as if nothing had happened at all. They turned disturbingly slow, the colossal dragon glaring from behind at the two young men with its red eyes glistening light into the cavern. Katrina opened her eyes, red eyes, now red with black slivers for pupils that held an unholy glow in the dark. She, the burned priest, and Faldrune walked toward the sons Keervin.


  “It is great dishonor to the dragon to deny her wishes.” Lady Katrina Willborne spoke softly with her longsword lowered and her helm clutched under her other arm.


  “Especially with the loss of her children.” Faldrune held up his spiked mace.


  “There shall be a consequence for failure to protect her and kind.” Veuric put two hands on his weapon as they moved to give proper sacrifice to the great dragon they now unfailingly served. Screams rang loudly from the cloud covered temple on Mount Bailey, screams that no one would ever hear.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVX


  The night air hung with moisture on the clear sky over Willborne. The buzzing of insects and picking of birds as they scavenged upon the mutilated corpse of the male dragon in the river was all Shinayne heard. The still waters were depressing to the elf, hoping the scene of the fallen dragon would have washed away instead of being displayed on a calm moonlit river for all nature to view the atrocities of men. She waited for Gwenneth and Zen to catch up to her and for directions from the site of their defeated foe.


  “To the right, due east up the river.” Gwenne whispered in the dark, not wanting to share that her view of the arcane would not show her a living person, just the enchantments on the sword. Her doubts ran heavy that James was alive, hoping not to find his lifeless body or just his gear that had possibly been thrown in battle.


  “They killed it, by Vundren they finished the beast off. James! Saberrak!” Azenairk whispered loudly, hoping that only they would hear him and that nothing was here to contend with them in their search.


  Shinayne snuck through the foliage and trees along the river, poised with hands on her weapons and keen senses alert for the slightest motion. She heard something, a rustle in the cattails ahead, the ripples in the water, her enchanted swords out in a flash. “Who goes there?”


  “Shinayne?”


  “James!” the elven woman ran toward the rising tunic and wet brown hair and beard she could now see as James Andellis rose from his hiding.


  Gwenne Lazlette and Azenairk ran with their elven friend to hold James as she did, both relieved beyond words that he was alive and apparently in one piece. James embraced them all as they mobbed him, then the questioning looks turned their heads around in the area.


  “Where is Saberrak?” Shinayne asked, assuming he was scouting as usual in his overprotective nature.


  “Where is Taira?” James half heartily asked. He had seen her fall as the dragon fled the mountain, he assumed they would have brought her. The question was to stall in answering Shinayne just as much.


  “She did not survive the fall lad, I tried to help her.” Zen lowered his head.


  “James Andellis, where is Saberrak?!” she spoke stern with a line of anger and worry to her words.


  He lowered his head, stumbling for the right words to say. He sat down, the moment of joy over too quickly for him and the time to be the bringer of ill tidings once again reared its head. He froze, like in years past after the battle of Arouland, his words would not come forth.


  “James, what has happened to Saberrak!” Azenairk felt anger rise in his throat, he wanted to see his horned friend here and now. He grabbed James by the tunic to shake him into speaking.


  “He was taken.”


  “Taken by who?” Gwenneth snapped fast as the words escaped his lips.


  “Slavers, same ones that did this.” he pointed his broadsword to the remains of the ravaged dragon. “There were at least thirty. He distracted them from me so that I could hide and gave me time to escape from being pinned under the beast in the river. They mean to sell him in Devonmir, north of here, I overheard them.”


  “Why didn’t you do something!” Shinayne stifled tears and turned away, her blades sheathed.


  “Until an hour ago, I could barely walk. It took this long to heal, and they would have taken me, I assure you. They used poisoned darts I believe, and they have Norrice and his men caged for sale as well.” despite the truth of it, James still felt shame for his powerlessness in the situation.


  “Wonderful. Now what do we do?” Gwenneth sat on a bent log near the riverbed staring at her staff.


  “Has anyone ever been to Devonmir? How will we buy him back? Who do we speak to in this matter?” Zen knelt in silent prayer, trying to get a sense of direction and strategy on how to remedy this and get the minotaur free so that they could continue west. “How much does a minotaur cost then anyhow? Damn it!”


  “No clue, Zen. I have heard horror stories of the place and the arenas there.” James struggled to think of a way to bargain for their friend. “I doubt we will be able to find any legal or legitimate way to do this. They have many hours lead as well, all on horse. We don’t have steeds or even food for that matter and---“


  “What would Saberrak do, if it were you or I in there?” Shinayne interrupted them.


  They looked to each other, then to her, and then rolling and widening eyes and smirks came across their faces as they thought hard.


  “Well, out with it!” her voice became serious and demanding, for surely she was not going to let anything happen to her horned friend if there was anything that could feasibly be done about it.


  “Shinayne, Saberrak would likely charge in with his horns lowered and axe raised…” James looked to Gwenneth.


  “Raging in anger as he cut down everyone who stood in his path…” Gwenneth looked to Zen.


  “And he would fight until we were free and the blood of his enemies lined the walls. Even if it meant his death, he would…” the dwarven priest looked to the elven noblewoman.


  “He would come for any of us with a fury and loyalty that would strike the fear into anyone that tried to stop him. He would take on an entire city if he had to. Does anyone disagree?” Shinayne started walking north.


  They all rose to their feet, following their elven leader toward the trail that the wagons surely had left. Zen spoke up to get her determined attention back for a moment.


  “So, what is your plan then?”


  “I believe we all just spoke it, Azenairk. Do you want to go through the Misathi Mountains, littered with giants or worse, to find Kakisteele, without him?” Shinayne kept walking, looking for the trail.


  “No, not at all, of course not.” Zen began looking for the trail in the dark as well.


  “Wait Shinayne, so you plan to just barge into Devonmir? A city of tens of thousands and break him out of the slave quarter or the arena?” James kept pace but had severe doubts that this was even sane.


  “Did you just fight off two dragons, riding the face of the second one, and crash it’s defeated body into a river, Sir James Andellis Knight of Chazzrynn?” Shinayne saw the trail of wagon wheels, a dozen perhaps, and followed them step by step.


  “Well yes, but this is serious now---“


  “So was that. As was the duel you won on the Altestani warship. We can buy information with the coin Zen took from the cavern. We will need to buy a few bows and lots of arrows. Gwenenth, you will have to come up with something quite ingenius and powerful to keep us from being mobbed. Zen, we will need your blessings and a little divine intervention in whatever way you can muster.” she stopped and turned to her friends.


  “So we break into Devonmir, free Saberrak, escape, and then turn west to find Zen’s lost mines?” James stated with a resolute sarcasm in his voice.


  “Exactly.” her eyes met the gaze of her friends straight on with a seriousness and determination that could not be argued or swayed. Nods of affirmation came from Zen and Gwenneth who held her aquamarine stare, and they knew the elf had no intention of failing, she was in fact quite intimidating at this moment.


  “Very well, he saved me, so I will be returning the favor.” James nodded and looked north.


  “To Devonmir then.” Zen stated, receiving the nod from Gwenneth and James as he looked to Shinayne.


  “Follow me, and try to keep pace.” she turned back to the north, hands on her enchanted blades, eyeing the trail that would lead to Saberrak.


  Shinayne T’sarrin felt her heart beat harder with every step she took toward Devonmir. Her eyes would not lose the trail and her focus would not be distracted. She had her only friends with her here and now, and her largest friend was locked up and being sold to God knows who to do God knows what against his will, in the foulest of places. She blocked out the thought of what could be happening to him as she led them onward. She knew precisely what and with how mighty a degree of devotion Saberrak the gray would risk to save his only friends on the surface world. As Siril, God of the elves, had taught his children since they were born; love and friendship are the bonds upon which true serenity and peace are held strong, and they are the lifeblood of the elven race. Shinayne knew in her heart that she would do anything for Saberrak, and must do everything to save a friend until her last dying breath. Lavress Tilaniun will have to wait, she thought. Such was the love and passion of the elves that made them, and her, the greatest ally anyone could hope to have. Although he would never speak it aloud, Shinayne knew that Saberrak would not disagree with anything she was planning to do, no matter how insane it may sound. The moonlit night calmed her as she tracked her horned ally, and his captors, without a drop of fear in her heart.
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  Epilogue


  Devonmir, Underground Slave Market


  The crowd roared and howled in all their hidden nobility that the masks and robes concealed. Tens of thousands stood as the blood covered brown minotaur, Chalas Kalaza of Unlinn, threw the seventh and last armored gladiator to the spiked black marble pillar, where he stuck. Coins exchanged favorably and unfavorably, drinks were raised, slavemasters frowned, and the three enshadowed ruling lords of Devonmir clapped in their enchanted seats of arcane power over the arena. Men mixed with demon, wizards of arcane infamy, and they loved this new warrior. It had been four days of bloodshed since the lords of the demonic city of arenas had been bribed to let the savage brown minotaur of the White Spider compete as an unowned gladiator.


  Kaya stared at his blood covered glory in the arena below. She had hoped he would have been killed by now, before his fame grew strong, and she prayed for it nightly. The deadly agent from Chazzrynn turned her head away from the tossing of parts and pieces to the crowd of assembled wealth by the victor, her partner here in Devonmir, Chalas Kalaza the brown minotaur. She walked toward the ruling Domenarch, Rinicus three Blades, through the slave cages and merchant areas that he oversaw.


  “Seems your killer just won’t die, will he?” Rinicus, hand still bound from Chalas tearing off two of his fingers, was almost as determined to see this beast meet a foul end as the woman in front of him was.


  “Did you arrange it yet?” Kaya, known as Jade of the West of the Emerald Eight to him, was desperate and it showed even with a mask to hide her features.


  “Why such a rush? With him over you, no one would dare harm you. It is total freedom, while anyone who you choose could be slain by his greatsword in a moment and you would likely be praised for it. As long as he keeps winning, and you stay in Devonmir, you are untouchable. Who would want to end that?” Rinicus avoided the question with sarcasm, watched his slaves and those of other rival owners rush out to clean the arena floor, walls, and pillars from the blood and gore and prepare for another show.


  “You bet on him, didn’t you? You disgust me.” Kaya T’vellon knew betrayal when she saw it, she was a master herself at lies and treachery.


  “With his record, you bet your blades I did. And you want me to arrange for him to die in the arena, again? Then how much do I lose in the future? Anyway, I checked. The men that own the two-headed ogre do not believe any one person is worthy of a challenge. They want Chalas and at least another champion or two to honor the undefeated beast. Ajastaphian Arena has its traditions and heroes, the nobility to amuse, and Mafahann of Bloodskull won over thirty battles here, some record. Either they fear him, or they are merely raising the stakes.” Rinicus nodded to Kaya, a nod that looked like a stretching of his neck due to discomfort, as he signaled her that Chalas approached.


  “Another victory for the brave and savage Chalas of Unlinn, makes six now?” Rinicus played nice, even giving a slight bow to his lesser as far as the White Spider was concerned.


  “Seven, Rinicus three fingers, seven. I want Mafahann’s heads next. Why do they delay? Are they that afraid of me now?” Chalas, covered in the blood of his victims in the arena, laughed as he sheathed his sword without cleaning it. He looked over his breastplate, his spikes, felt his curved horns, and smiled wickedly as he picked an eyeball off of his shoulderguard and flung it at Kaya.


  The lady assassin had no words, the harassment and vile disrespect worsened every day. Threats, disgusting bloodshed, raping and killing women at night for sport, she had reached a critical limit of her sanity with this horrid creature that Johnas had sent with her. Now, she feared, his reputation had grown too much for her to simply slit his throat in the night and frame someone for it. The realization that Rinicus had lost the battle of revenge over greed made her feel helpless even more. All alone, with great status, but little power with the shadow of Chalas Kalaza, undefeated gladiator in two arenas, killer of many, and most feared warrior in Devonmir hanging over her like a burial shroud. She walked the market and slave quarter, hopefully not followed by her supposed pet minotaur.


  Kaya paced past men, lions, rabid wolves, and even women for sale in cages. Slavers called out the prices of their latest stock as agents of guilds and nobles handed pouches of coin blade over fist in the dirty dealings under Devonmir. Powders, illicit drug trade, weapons and items of enchanted nature, forbidden tomes, and stolen anything from anywhere covered the sides of the arenas when there was not blood spilling to occupy the eyes or floors. Kaya felt, for no reason she could identify, a tear welling in her right eye. Her heart trembled and she felt weak, not physically, but emotionally. She had seen too much, dealt too much death, and crossed a line inside of her that wanted it all to end. She felt her shortblade grip and thought of putting it through herself right then and there. Taking a deep breath, she forced those weak-willed thoughts out and concentrated on how she would rid the world of the beast that she knew was trailing her through the market now. She needed a plan and allies.


  Veering left, then right, quickening her pace, the once lady of Southwind Keep noticed something odd in one of the cages. She slowed in curiousity and saw a man dressed in the crown and rose symbol of Harlaheim, many men in fact. Despite its reputation for blood at any cost, Devonmir surely would not push as far as to enslave soldiers of its own country. Kaya walked further, trying to figure why these men were here being sold and who would dare sell them so casually. Then she saw a faint blue glow from the cage next to the Harlian men. Distracted, she came closer.


  “Saberrak? Saberrak the gray from Chazzrynn?” she saw the tattoos under his eyes that mirrored his horns, saw the scars of the gray skinned minotaur that she recalled from her abandoned home in the south. Besides the faint blue glow to his eyes, Kaya was certain it was him indeed. He was speaking to himself, then the blue flashed as he noticed her peering at him.


  “Do I know you woman?” the minotaur kept his hand on his axe, glared into the slate blue eyes above the masked woman in black from behind his bars.


  “Oh lord, how did you come to this place, you need to leave, now!” she whispered fast, knowing Chalas could not be far behind her.


  “Any assistance would be appreciated, and obviously needed. Who are you? I know your voice woman.” Saberrak, still groggy from the poison, recognized something familiar about the female that spoke to him. He rose to his feet so fast that ten people jumped back fearing he would break out from the impact. He shook in his cage, rammed his body and horns against the bars, and roared. Not at the woman, but at the awestruck and terrifying gaze of Chalas Kalaza directly behind her.


  “I do not believe my eyes. It cannot be. Saberrak the gray of Unlinn. Delivered here to me, and found by this whore of the White Spider. Thank you Kaya. Tell Rinicus I have the other champion they need to face the two-headed ogre, arrange it now.” Chalas walked up close to the bars.


  “Arrange it yourself, filth.” Kaya backed away from the gaze between the minotaurs.


  “We have not spoken since you tried to kill me by caving in those stairs in Arouland, little gray one.”


  “Shame you do not rot there still. I will have your horns at my feet Kalaza, wait and see!” Saberrak smashed his face up close to his nemesis on the other side of his cage.


  “We will see tonight, Saberrak the once again slave. After you and I kill Mafahann of Bloodskull, our fight begins. Your blood will cover those walls!” Chalas drew his chipped and scarred greatsword and tapped it along the bars that held his mortal enemy. His black eyes swirled with evil and malcontent at the gray gladiator, trying to get past the overpowering blue glow he received in return. “I have waited for this for years.”


  His rage spoke more than his mind could control, his vision blurring blue. “Only a fool waits to be killed in front of thousands, brown one! You dared not face the grays of Unlinn, and you have one here before you now!”


  “I see a dead warrior waiting to lose a horn!”


  “You have not the strength to pull it from me, you slit throats to gain freedom, lesser cousin!”


  “I fought my way out, slave! Where are your little friends now to save you?!”


  “I would put coin that the Shinayne could kill you herself if she were here, bastard!”


  A voice from the cage to his right meandered softly, yet with undeniable purpose to be heard. “This will not help you, or anyone else. Control yourself.”


  “I will find them when I am done with you, do not worry for that. I will bring them your head!” Chalas snarled, unaware of anything but Saberrak before him.


  Saberrak turned to the bearded man alone in the cage, then back to Chalas Kalaza. His mind raced for a second, then he turned to look again to see the chained man he knew was Annar. When his vision turned back, the cage was empty. He paused, wondering where the God that had given him the scroll had gone, he had so many questions.


  “Your horn will be my drinking flagon, slave!” Chalas’ voice brought the tension and attention back to the moment.


  “We shall see, God will decide.” he retorted calmly.


  Face to face, with only steel between them, the two undefeated minotaurs of Unlinn both stared and waited in hateful anticipation for the chance to kill the other. Too ingrained in the moment, neither one of them noticed that Kaya T’Vellon had left without a word, into the shadows of Devonmir.
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